University of Massachusetts Amherst

ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst
Doctoral Dissertations 1896 - February 2014
1-1-1993

The non-native English speaking student in the community
college developmental English classroom : an ethnographic study.
Eileen F. Kelley
University of Massachusetts Amherst

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umass.edu/dissertations_1

Recommended Citation
Kelley, Eileen F., "The non-native English speaking student in the community college developmental
English classroom : an ethnographic study." (1993). Doctoral Dissertations 1896 - February 2014. 5102.
https://scholarworks.umass.edu/dissertations_1/5102

This Open Access Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Doctoral Dissertations 1896 - February 2014 by an authorized administrator of
ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. For more information, please contact scholarworks@library.umass.edu.

312Dbt, Q2Tfl D13T 5

FIVE COLLEGE
DEPOSITORY

THE NON-NATIVE ENGLISH SPEAKING STUDENT
IN THE COMMUNITY COLLEGE
DEVELOPMENTAL ENGLISH CLASSROOM:
AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY

A Dissertation Presented
by
EILEEN F. KELLEY

Submitted to the Graduate School of the
University of Massachusetts in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of
DOCTOR OF EDUCATION
February 1993
School of Education

(c) Copyright by Eileen F. Kelley 1993
All Rights Reserved

THE NON-NATIVE ENGLISH-SPEAKING STUDENT
IN THE
COMMUNITY COLLEGE DEVELOPMENTAL ENGLISH CLASS:
AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY

A Dissertation Presented

by
EILEEN F. KELLEY

Approved as to style and content by:

For my mother,
Margaret Mary Yuskaitis Kelley,
who left us too soon
but left us so much.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
There are many people who have facilitated the dissertation process for
me, and I am grateful to all of them. Without the help and encouragement of
my dissertation committee, family, and friends, this work could not have
been completed.
All of my committee members are skilled apprenticers who willingly
shared their knowledge and expertise. Dr. Jerri Willett, the chair of my
dissertation committee, always offered precise and invaluable comments.
Through her expert guidance, I was able to finally find my own way through
the ethnographic process. Dr. Sonia Nieto always knew when to hold my
hand and when to let go. I am deeply grateful for her confidence in me. Dr.
Jean-Pierre Berwald was always available to guide me. I appreciate his
profound understanding and interest in the issues relating to this study.
Many other people share this accomplishment with me. Dr. Luis Fuentes
was responsible for first suggesting that I pursue a doctoral degree, and he
always encouraged me. My dissertation partner. Dr. Nancy Rios, was an
inspiration throughout this process. My father, Robert C. Kelley, has always
been there for me in his own way.
I am grateful to all of my colleagues and students who participated,
directly or indirectly, in this study. Though their names have been changed to
protect their identities, they are the heart of this work. Special thanks to
Verda and everyone at the computer center. They collectively saved my sanity
during the typing and editing process.
Heartfelt thanks go to all of my dear friends who supported me in so
many ways over the last few years. I couldn't have done it without them.
I'd especially like to thank my husband, Edgar, and my son, Evan, for their
patience. Mom's finished now, and I'll not only be home for dinner, but I
might even cook it!
Muchas gracias a todos.
Diane, now it's your turn!

v

ABSTRACT
THE NON-NATIVE ENGLISH-SPEAKING STUDENT
IN THE
COMMUNITY COLLEGE DEVELOPMENTAL ENGLISH CLASS:
AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY
FEBRUARY 1993
EILEEN F. KELLEY, B.A. NORTHEASTERN UNIVERSITY
M.ED., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS
Directed by: Professor Jerri Willett

As the minority student population in the United States has grown, so has
the number of non-native English-speaking students in higher education.
However, many of these students are not meeting with success, and they are
leaving school, often during their first semester of 'mainstream' classes. This
study focused on the developmental English class and examined what
happens to students as they leave ESL (English as a Second Language) classes
and enter the mainstream of the community college.
This ethnographic study used both emic and etic perspectives to show
some of the factors that come together to influence participation and
engagement of non-native English-speaking students in the developmental
English class. It involved an exploration of the theories that have
traditionally explained minority student failure in school, as well as a
discussion of the importance of interaction to learning. Through
ethnographic means, this dissertation has described the experience of teaching
and learning in the developmental English classroom, and shows that
students need to enter into meaningful interaction with instructors if they are
to be successful.
Through ethnographic interviewing and participant observation, a picture
has emerged of relationships between teachers and students that can be
characterized by apprenticing or gatekeeping. Teacher-student relationships
can be undermined by Discourse mismatch. Students' primary Discourses are
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not traditionally valued by society, and they may not be valued in the college.
This can cause resistance on the part of students.
This study suggests that there are many factors that come together to
influence the participation of non-native English speakers in the community
college developmental English classroom. These include teacher and student
preparation, class atmosphere, the use of contextualization cues, apprenticing
or 'hand holding7, and the use of content which relates to students'
background knowledge. It also suggests that English proficiency may not be
the most important factor influencing student participation of non-native
English speakers, and recommends that developmental education be
reexamined by those involved in this critical area.

• •
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CHAPTER 1
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Approximately 60% of all Hispanics enrolled in institutions of
higher education are enrolled in community colleges, (Rendon and
Nora, 1989), but these students are not meeting with success. They are
receiving failing grades and leaving school in large numbers, in fact,
Hispanics are far more likely to leave school than other college
students.1 Many of the students who are not meeting with success at
community colleges are non-native English speakers (NNS) who are
entering the college "mainstream" after leaving ESL (English as a
Second Language) programs. For many of these NNS, their first
experience in non-ESL classes will be in non-credit "developmental"
classes. These are classes designed to prepare students to meet the
requirements of credit-bearing. Freshman composition courses which
are needed for graduation. This dissertation focuses on the
developmental English classroom and examines what happens to
students as they continue their studies beyond ESL at Englewood
Community College. This dissertation looks at this process of
"transitioning" from ESL to non-ESL, developmental English classes
and answers the following questions:
1. How are non-native English speaking students participating in
mainstream developmental English classes? How is participation
negotiated in the mainstream classroom?

1.

This research does not focus exclusively on Hispanic students, but over 80% of all

students in the ESL program at the college are Puerto Rican, so the literature is directly
applicable to the population involved in this study.

1

2. What are the sources of cultural conflict within the context of
the mainstream "developmental" English class?
3. What are the factors that influence success or failure in the first
mainstream college experience of non-native English speaking
students, and how do these factors come together to influence
participation and engagement of non-native English speaking students?
As the minority student population in the United States has grown,
so has the number of non-native English speaking students (NNSs) in
higher education since the 1960's.2 However, it seems that college
enrollment has lately taken a downward trend for Hispanic students.3
Colleges are not able to attract or retain many of their non-white, non¬
native English speaking students. According to Francisco Q. Ponce,
more than half of the minority students in higher education are
enrolled in community colleges - but they also leave school in greater
numbers. (1988:11)

This research focuses on non-native English

speaking students during their first semester in non-ESL classes at the
community college and seeks to identify the factors influencing their
success or failure.
Ponce (1988) states that the ethnic minority population in the U.S. is
increasing at a faster rate than the population of non-minorities.

2. Though not all minority students are non-native English speakers, all of the NNS
participating in this study are members of what is considered in the U.S "a linguistic
minority group".
3.

The college-enrollment rate of Hispanic high school graduates aged 18-24

declined from 35.8 percent in 1976 to 26.9 percent in 1985. (Fields, 1988 Change
Magazine)
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with the minorities expected to make up nearly 40 percent of all 18-24
year olds by the year 2025. This population shift has been seen in higher
education in this country, and has been especially noted in the
community college. Enrollments increased in the 1960s and 1970s, but
even though Hispanic college enrollment doubled between 1972 and
1981, minority students are an even greater minority on campus than
in society at large (Armstrong-West and de la Teja, 1988).

Hispanic

students made up only 4.8 percent of total college enrollment in 1981.
(Davis, et.al. 1988)
Minority student enrollment in higher education has increased
over the last two decades. However, this has not meant higher rates of
graduation or transfer of students from the community college to the
four-year institution. Rendon and Nora (1989), in an article on
Hispanic students in community colleges, note that "expanded student
enrollments in community colleges have not necessarily been
reconciled by increased retention and transfer rates to senior
institutions." Ponce (1988) states that although minority student
enrollments increased in the 1960's and 1970's, many minority students
did not achieve their educational goals. The site of this study, a public
community college, supports these statements. At the college in this
study, Hispanic students made up 83% of the ESL student population in
the fall of 1990. Yet their rate of successful transition into the college
mainstream, like the rate of graduation and/or transfer from the
college, is disproportionately low. At Englewood Community College,
only 14 percent of the Hispanic non-ESL students who enrolled in the
fall of 1985 and 9 percent of those who entered in 1986 have earned
associate degrees. Three percent (1 student) of the Hispanic students
who entered in the fall of 1985 earned an associates degree in four
semesters, while eight percent required six semesters, and three percent
were enrolled for eight semesters. Those entering in 1986 and 1987
showed similar graduation rates for four semesters. (ECC Data, 1991)

3

These students seem to be especially at risk, with very low rates of
retention also evident for the population. It is necessary to look more
closely at what happens to these students at the community college
level, not only because of the high concentration of the NNS at this
level, but also because, as Rendon and Nora (1989) affirm, both the
persistence and progress of Hispanic students in community colleges
have received limited research attention.
Community colleges were developed after World War n to provide
"two years of low-cost education beyond high school for all who
were interested and who would benefit from it." (Bartley, 1988) Known
as "open-door institutions", community colleges are less restrictive in
their admissions criteria and more inexpensive than four-year
educational institutions. Most community colleges in Massachusetts
house ESL (English as a Second Language) programs. In the
community college ESL program, the student may find an opportunity
to improve his or her English while sharpening academic skills
demanded by the subject area classes of the North American college
"mainstream".4
NNS students enter non-ESL college classes in different ways. As
more and more NNS enter community college ESL programs,
increasing numbers are making the transition from ESL into non-ESL,
or mainstream classes, when they complete the requirements of the ESL
program. However, not all NNS in the college mainstream enter from
the program of that particular college - some come from area high
schools, some from other ESL programs, and others from foreign
countries. At the college in this study, many come from high schools or

4. The term "mainstream" is most often used in the field of ESL to refer to classes
that are not especially adapted to the learning of English language skills for speakers
of other languages.
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universities in Puerto Rico. Of those entering from high schools, many
come directly from a bilingual education program.

All entering

students come to the college with varying levels of academic experience
and preparation.
Though students transitioning from ESL into the college
mainstream within the college have not been obligated to take the
college English placement test, they are often counseled to take
"developmental"5 English classes in order to refine their English
language skills. Any new student entering a community college in
Massachusetts must take English and Math placement tests in order
to show that he or she does not need developmental classes and is
"ready for college-level work". Most NNS students at this community
college do not score high enough on these tests to be permitted to enter
the required Freshman composition class ("English 101"), and therefore
their first mainstream college class is often a developmental English
class which has the goal of preparing students for "college-level
English".
Though the terms 'remedial' and 'developmental' are not
synonymous, developmental classes are often casually referred to as
"remedial" courses. Students who are required to take these courses are
often referred to as "developmental students", and this term may carry
negative connotations. Are these English courses developmental or
remedial, and is it useful to distinguish between the terms? Is the
developmental level of English really helping students to enter English
101? Is this a continuation of "tracking" from high schools, and what, if

5. These classes are sometimes referred to as "0-level" classes since their class
numbers begin with a zero (097 and 098 for English). This designation is used for classes
in the college which do not receive credit toward graduation.
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any, are the consequences for students who are labeled as
'developmental' or 'ESL'?
Many NNS are entering community colleges through these
"subcollegiate" courses which are not credit-bearing; classes which do
not count toward graduation. At ECC, a large number of NNS have
traditionally been placed in these courses due to their performance on
the school's English placement test, a test that was designed for native
English speakers.

It has not been determined if this placement test is

appropriate for linguistic minority students. If students do not perform
well on this test, their imperfect standard English may often be
perceived as a problem with higher-order cognitive abilities. The
placement test may function as a part of a "gatekeeping system"
(Christensen, 1990) that keeps NNSs and speakers of non-standard
English from college. As Mike Rose (1989:141) states, remedial writing
classes often focus on isolated grammar skills, and there is an
assumption that "grammatical error signals some fundamental mental
barrier to engaging in higher-level cognitive pursuits." A non-native
English speaker in a developmental class often has two strikes against
him or her on the very first day of class - difficulty with the language of
instruction, as well the difficulty that comes with being labeled as not
up to 'college level’.

These students are often unfamiliar with the

Discourse (Gee, 1990) of the college English class.
This research focuses on the culture of the developmental English
classroom in an effort to address some of the issues which arise there
involving NNS success or failure. Though some non-native English
speaking students meet with academic success in the college
mainstream, most of the ex-ESL students fail their classes and/or leave
school during this first semester in "regular classes". It is often a
semester marked with intense frustration, not only for students, but
also for instructors and college support personnel. The site studied in
this dissertation is representative of many community colleges, in that
academic success as measured in enrollment, retention and graduation
6

of NNSs, is not the norm. The situation at the college is reflective of
the low rate of persistence and graduation of minority students in the
United States, whether or not they are non-native English speakers.
Minority student underachievement or failure has been ascribed to
several different theories. Studies often describe home/school
discontinuities and talk of different participation structures. Others
believe that minorities have been disenfranchised or marginalized by
social institutions such as schooling, which causes some students to
have negative attitudes toward school.

Socioeconomic standing in

society is sometimes seen as a cause for failure, as is lack of parent
involvement. These theories, which often place responsibility for
success or failure with the student, are examined in Chapter Two.
Students who have done well in high school or in ESL may find
themselves doing poorly when they reach the college mainstream.
This ethnographic study identifies and describes some of the factors that
affect success and failure of NNS in the community college
developmental English class. Using ethnographic means, I will
examine the factors that encourage or hinder participation of non¬
native speakers, thereby discovering factors that make the mainstream
either a positive or a negative experience for the NNS; a time for
achievement of goals or a time to leave school.

Importance of the Study

The transition from ESL to the academic mainstream is problematic
at all levels, from elementary through university, and because of the
shifting demographics of the United States, addressing this issue has
become more urgent. Students who do well in ESL classes often find
themselves overwhelmed in non-ESL classes. An ex-ESL students may
be the only one in class with an accent, and he or she may not
understand everything that is said in the class. The teacher may have
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little or no experience with non-native English speakers and may not
understand different methods of participation and interaction. During
this critical first experience in the mainstream, students and teachers
need extra support. But what often happens is that a student loses the
kind of support that he or she had in ESL classes. Without support,
students often fail during this first semester.
Much has been written about the difficulties involved in
transitioning from ESL at the elementary and secondary levels, some of
which involves instructional responses to the problems encountered in
the classroom, (see for example Cummins, 1986; Chamot and O'Malley,
1985,1987,1988; Cantoni Harvey, 1987; Snow, Met and Genesee, 1989)
and some of which involves the failure of schools to understand the
culturally or linguistically different child (Abrahams and Troike, 1972;
Trueba, 1987,1989; Heath 1982,1986; Philips, 1983, et.al.) Professionals
who have looked for instructional responses to the problem of NNS
children's failure in the mainstream have advocated bilingual
education and content-based approaches to ESL; approaches which have
met with success. But this success is also dependent upon the larger
context of school systems and society which have not always been
supportive.
There has also been some information on transitioning at the
university level (Benesch, 1988; Shih, 1988; Snow and Brinton, 1988;
Brinton, Snow and Wesche (1989); Canseco and Byrd, 1989, et.al.) which
is enlightening in terms of tailoring instruction to improve English for
Academic Purposes (EAP). But often, this is limited to work done with
advanced, English-proficient ESL graduate students or college-bound
international students. Many students in these classes are quite
proficient in academic discourse and they do not encounter the same
difficulties as 'at-risk' students. Some proponents of content-based ESL
believe that the models used are often "not applicable to beginning
proficiency levels." (Snow and Brinton, 1988) Many programs which
have been developed to help students become more successful in the
8

mainstream have concentrated on proficient graduate students and are
not suitable for lower-level English proficient students who do not
have many of the supportive advantages of international university
students. It seems that a large part of the high-risk community college
population has been left out of these studies.
Many of the issues faced by community college students differ from
those faced by students at the university level. There are several
differences between community colleges and universities themselves.
According to Chacon et.al. (1986), "the very structure of the community
college with its 'easy in, easy out' procedures undoubtedly makes for
much more erratic patterns of college attendance." Many researchers
believe that students who enter two-year colleges differ greatly from
those who enter four-year colleges (see Olivas, 1986:298). Olivas
(1986:340) states that students who attend community colleges tend to
come from low socioeconomic backgrounds, and they are more likely to
leave school. Of those who do continue with their studies, few
graduate. They simply do not have the support that many younger,
more financially secure students have. Certainly, some students at
community colleges may find it much easier to attend a community
college than a university, especially in the case of non-native English
speakers. Four-year universities require high levels of English
proficiency or a minimum TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign
Language) score as an entrance requirement. The populations involved
in university programs are different from those in community colleges,
and the ESL programs probably differ as well. According to Canseco
and Byrd (1989), ".. .it appears that ESL courses might have different
responsibilities toward their graduate students than toward their
undergraduate

students . . .the exact nature of these different

responsibilities to different types of students needs further research and
discussion." More research is needed at the community college level to
understand what these responsibilities are, not only on the part of ESL
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faculty, but of the college as a whole. In order to understand our
responsibilities, we need to understand the student population.
The NNS community college students in this study are adolescents
and adults who are literate in their native languages, and who hope to
continue studying or find a "good job". Some already have college
experience or a degree from institutions of higher education outside of
the United States, but most have a high-school education or a GED
(General Equivalency Diploma). These students who are entering the
mainstream have been identified as proficient enough in English to be
"ready" for developmental English, or not "ready for college-level
work". Though they have reached an advanced level of English
proficiency, determined by the college’s ESL placement process, the
majority of these students will have a difficult transition period in their
mainstream classes. Because this difficulty is continuing and
widespread, it is clear that research should focus on this population
rather than generalize that what facilitates the transition at the
elementary, secondary or graduate level will also help at the
community college.
The issue of transitioning from ESL has largely been ignored at this
level. By definition, the community college must serve the community
in which it is located. Community colleges located in communities
with high numbers of NNS, including recent immigrants. Therefore,
the ESL programs offer beginning-level ESL classes in an effort to serve
the population of the community. This kind of an ESL program can be
considered the "open door" for non-native English speakers because it
assumes little or no proficiency in English and often offers financial aid
and other facilities. The program can provide a bridge to more higher
education or to a decent job. But if students are leaving school or
failing classes due to negative experiences in the college, they are
effectively being denied access to these possibilities.
As an ESL teacher working in this community college, I see that
there is great frustration on all sides of the transitioning issue. Some
10

teachers feel unprepared to teach "developmental" English classes, or
they have difficulty dealing with students who do not have the
required level of communicative competency needed to function in a
mainstream college classroom. Students feel overwhelmed upon
entering the mainstream. Community leaders feel that the college is
not living up to its mission of serving the community. As a result of
NNS student failure, many questions arise. Some of these questions,
which have inspired me to engage in this study, have been voiced by
various participants in the research: What is the role of the college in
relation to the fact that it is located in a community where more than
60% of all school-age children come from homes in which English is
not the native language? How can students who have had only a few
semesters of English be expected to compete with native English
speakers who have had eighteen or more years of experience with the
language? Should teachers be expected to understand cultural norms of
societies or cultures with which they are unfamiliar? Does encouraging
participation of some students discourage participation of others? What
is 'hand-holding', and what is its value? Can we eliminate
discrimination and frustration and encourage achievement and
satisfaction? What is a "developmental student"? Do ESL students
entering the college mainstream face the same issues as native English
speaking students who have been found lacking in ability to deal with
"college-level" work? And is there something wrong with the ESL
program if students do not exit from it with native-like English
proficiency? Does the responsibility of retaining ex-ESL students lie
with the ESL program, or is it the responsibility of the entire college?
Many teachers want to help students, and many students want to
learn. The Discourse (Gee, 1990) in the developmental English
classroom is too often unfamiliar to NNSs, as well as to native Englishspeaking students who have grown up in non-standard Englishspeaking environments. These students may not be familiar with the
middle-class Discourse which predominates in the academic classroom.

and they need to be apprenticed to this Discourse if they are to succeed
in this environment. Society values certain ways of doing, thinking
and valuing which may be unfamiliar to the majority of students found
in developmental English classes at the community college. Yet these
students are often compared with others who are proficient in this
Discourse. For non-native speakers of English, ESL is part of an
apprenticeship which may or may not continue in the mainstream.
Mainstreaming is an issue with many facets. All of the actors
involved have important positions and voices that should be heard.
Ethnographic research helps achieve this purpose by letting participants
tell how they perceive the culture in which these issues become
important, giving voice to the inside, or "emic" perspectives6, as well as
the "etic", or external perspective. The researcher is actually in the
classroom with the participants and may triangulate observations and
interpretations with those of the informants. Interaction is not only
described by those involved, it also becomes part of the researcher’s
world. This ethnographic research involves participant observationethnographic interviews of students, instructors and other college
personnel; questionnaires; collection of artifacts such as student papers;
and audiotaping. Through the collection of data, important patterns
and themes emerge. Analysis of these themes and patterns shows some
important areas that need to be addressed. Ethnography takes us
beyond quantification and lets us enter the world of face-to-face
interaction. According to Rose (1989:200), "numbers . . .reveal little
about the complex cognitive and emotional processes behind the
tally..." In order to see "what goes on behind the mistakes" made by
students, to get to all the things that happen that cannot be measured or
shown on a chart, we need to see what is really happening in the
classroom itself.

6 According to Zaharlick and Green (1990), the meanings of those involved in the
culture.
12

In this dissertation. Chapter Two provides a review of current and
related literature that speaks to the issue of why minority students fail
at school.

Chapter Three will describe the methodology used for the

study. Chapter Four will provide a macro-level description of
developmental English, which includes how larger issues in society
make it difficult for teachers and students to reach each other. Chapter
Five will provide profiles of five study participants who describe their
roles in developmental English in their own words. Chapter Six will
discuss salient themes that emerged from participant interviews.
Chapter Seven will show how these themes are played out in classroom
interaction, and Chapter Eight will offer Implications and Discussion.
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CHAPTER 2
OVERVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

In order to present a background for this study, I will review the
literature from several related areas that frame the topic. This review
includes a look at minority schooling, including barriers to
participation; and a discussion of learning as the social construction of
meaning. Focusing on these areas helps provide an understanding of
why students are not succeeding in school, and will also explain why
some current theories fall short of explaining problems with schooling.
I will outline the importance of interaction to learning and how this
relates to student participation. I will also discuss how learning is
constructed and how students may enter this construction process
through 'apprenticeship* into the Discourse (Gee, 1990) of the academic
world.

Minority Schooling - Success and Failure of NNS

Much of the literature to be cited in this section will concern
studies which were done with children. However, as Dell Hymes
(1974:26) asserts,
"The importance of concern with the child is
partly that it offers a favorable vantage point
for discovering the adult system, and that it
poses neatly one way in which the
ethnography of communication is a
distinctive enterprise, i.e., an enterprise
concerned with the abilities the child must
acquire, beyond those of producing and
interpreting grammatical sentences, in order
to be a competent member of its community,
knowing not only what may possibly be said,
but also what should and should not be said."

14

Thus, research which has focused on children is useful in helping
to look at the factors which affect the success or failure of non-native
English speaking adolescents and adults who are striving to become
competent members of the college community. What this involves is
much more than learning to speak the language. According to Gee
(1990:142), these students must learn a new Discourse when they enter
a classroom, and this involves saying or writing "the right thing in
the right way while playing the right social role and (appearing) to hold
the right values, beliefs and attitudes." Learning this new Discourse is
similar to taking on a new identity. There are so many variables in this
process of acquiring Discourse that there are many reasons why a child
may not be successful in school or an adolescent or adult will leave
college. We will now take a look at some of the most common theories
of why minority students fail1.
Henry Trueba (1987, 1989) has studied barriers to participation of
minority students, and he outlines five hypotheses (first presented by
Roosens, 1987) that attempt to explain the success or failure of
"immigrants". A discussion of some of these hypotheses now follows.
Cultural Discontinuities
There have been many studies which show particular problems that
are faced by children whose home culture is radically different from
that of the social mainstream (see Heath (1982), Au and Jordan, Philips
(1983), et.al.).

Erickson (1987) calls this the "Communication Process

Explanation" for low school achievement of minority students. In this
explanation, cultural differences in communication lead to 'systematic
and recurrent miscommunication' in class (1987:337).
1. The literature being reviewed refers to "minority" students. This study concerns
itself with non-native English speaking students, but will use the terminology of the
literature . This does not reflect the views of the author of this dissertation.
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Often, young students experience failure because of lack of
understanding of socialization norms from the child's background.
Important cultural norms of the home may be ignored or devalued in
the classroom. Ways of learning that have been internalized in
children are disregarded and replaced by new "school" ways, often at
the cost of a child's comprehension, participation and success. If
teachers are not aware of differing cultural norms, children may . be
labeled "difficult", "hard to teach", or thought of as learning disabled.
Some studies have found that positive interventions can minimize
the problem of cultural discontinuity. Philips (1982) found that poor
performance of Indian children was a result of differences in the
structures of participation found in the home and in the school. When
these differences in "participant structures" were addressed, children
participated more effectively in classroom contexts. Heath (1982) has
found that adapting to a community's ways of communicating can
increase participation of students who traditionally showed little
participation.
Though these studies have shown how discontinuity can be
averted or overcome through positive intervention, this intervention
does not often happen in the lives of community college students.
Most of the literature explaining cultural discontinuity focuses on
children, perhaps because "the transition from home to school in early
childhood appears to be a critical period of discontinuity" (Macias,
1987:364). Macias believes that there is "a value in helping children
overcome these discontinuitous experiences at an early age so that they
are resolved, rather than compounded with time." It may be that
community college students are experiencing this same difficulty for
the first time, or have experienced it in the past but have not received
any help in overcoming it. Their "discontinuity" may be more severe
than that experienced by children, and may have been compounded by
time, rather than resolved. How does this affect the community
college student who does not share the cultural norms or assumptions
found in the college class?
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Low Status and Income Level
Many non-native or non-English speaking recent arrivals to the
United States hold a low socioeconomic position in the society.
According to a study done by As tin (1982:94), the lower the family
income, the poorer a minority student’s prospects in higher education.
Of 103 ESL students enrolled at Englewood Community College in the
Fall semester of 1990, 76% received financial aid, and average parental
income was reported at $11,695.00. This is 45% lower than the average
parental income of all day students in the college, which was reported
at $21,104.00 (ECC communication, 1991). Also, the percentage of
Hispanic students at Englewood Community College receiving
financial aid has ranged from 75 to 88 percent, with Hispanic ESL
students more likely to be dependent on financial aid than those not
enrolled in ESL. These students do not have the same access to higher
education as students who hold higher socioeconomic places in society.
How does poverty contribute to academic failure for NNS? According
to Verdugo (1986), in general, Hispanics do not progress through the
(North American) educational system as consistently or as rapidly as
"whites". Hispanics are generally poorer than "whites" as well.
Verdugo outlines what is known as the "culture of poverty"
viewpoint which argues that individuals who are poor are embedded
in a cultural system characterized by low aspirations and motivations
and a strong sense of fatalism and little desire to work. This ideology,
which blames the victim, does nothing to explain the effects of poverty
on educational achievement. Unfortunately, it is a viewpoint still held
by those who are accustomed to stereotyping populations.
As has been previously mentioned, most Hispanics in higher
education are concentrated in two-year institutions. Olivas (1986)
believes that this raises serious concerns about widespread access to the
higher education system. It is important to keep in mind that
problems of access faced by Hispanics and other minority students have
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their roots in a larger historical and social arena that reflects the
struggles that ethnic minority persons have faced in dealing with
American life (Duran, 1986:238).
Minorities' Response to Low Status
Much of this hypothesis is based in the work done by John Ogbu
(1978). According to Ogbu, low academic achievement is
disproportionate and persistent only among some minority groups. He
believes that there are two distinct kinds of minorities: those who
regard themselves as immigrant minorities (those who chose to come
to a foreign country), and non-immigrant or castelike minorities (those
who have little or no choice), who are indigenous minorities or
subjects of former colonial territories. According to Ogbu, these groups
have different folk models of schooling which encourage different
patterns of behavior, and immigrant minorities do relatively well in
school, while the non-immigrants do poorly.
Ogbu states that there is a tendency of castelike minorities to equate
the culture of the schools with the culture of the dominant group and
to equate schooling with acculturation and the loss of one's own
cultural identification. Members of castelike minorities probably
realize that additional schooling or graduation from high school or
college brings fewer returns, when compared with the resources and
effort they have to invest in their schooling. Castelike minority
children may have "negative attitudes" toward schooling as they learn
from the experiences of their parents and other adult members of their
communities that education does not always lead to good social and
occupational positions in life. They have seen that they are not the
ones who hold power in society.
In Ogbu's view, the Puerto Rican population of the United States
falls into this "castelike" minority group, and this would explain
failure within the educational system. However, many members of the
Puerto Rican population succeed quite well in this system. What
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factors help students to be successful? There are clearly many factors
within society that make it extremely difficult, if not impossible, for
some minority and non-native English speaking persons to succeed in
higher education, but we need more information on what helps many
of these students to succeed. In fact, Ogbu's theory has been criticized
on the grounds that it lacks empirical evidence and relies on a
stereotypical typology of minority groups (Trueba, 1988).
Cummins (1986) believes that relationships between students and
teachers must change. According to Cummins, students from
'dominated' social groups can be 'empowered' or disabled' in their
interactions with educators. These students are predisposed to school
failure because of the conditions of their dominated status, and power
relations found in society are reproduced in interactions in school, and
this makes minority students' academic failure "inevitable" (1986:33).
One more hypothesis mentioned in Trueba’s book is that of parents’
role. According to this hypothesis, if minority parents push their
children to succeed and acculturate, the children will do better in
school. Though parent involvement certainly has a role in the success
of their children, the hypothesis is not as helpful for this study, since
some of the students involved in this study are the parents in question.
They are providing an excellent role model for their children, since
they are themselves pursuing education. This factor, in itself, could
contribute to the difficulties faced by older parent/students. In his
study, Astin (1982:110) found that the minority student with the best
chance of persisting enters college with good high school grades, welldeveloped study habits, and relatively high self-esteem in terms of
academic ability. This "persister” should also come from a relatively
affluent and well-educated family, be relatively young at the time of
college entry, and not have an outside job. The participants in this
study generally do not fit this profile.
The students at Englewood Community College are either
adolescents (not yet independent from parent, parents or caretakers), or
adults. Students from these age groups face problems, issues and
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constraints that affect their academic performance, and many of these
are different from those that affect young children. And even the same
problems will affect different age groups in different ways.
Many of the adult students who are now studying at Englewood's
ESL program have returned to school in order to become more
marketable, less dependent on translators, and in general, to become
more self-sufficient. These "non-traditional" adult students face many
of the barriers which have been outlined by K. Patricia Cross (1984) in
her studies on adult education. Barriers to participation in the
educational system have been identified by Cross and classified under
three headings: situational barriers, which are those arising from one's
situation in life at a given time; institutional barriers, which include
practices and procedures which make it difficult for people to study;
and dispositional barriers, which relate to people's attitudes and
perceptions of themselves as learners. These barriers include: cost of
education, time limitations, home responsibilities, job responsibilities,
lack of child care, lack of transportation, strict attendance requirements,
too much red tape, no way to get credit or a degree, fear of being too old
to begin, low confidence in ability, not enough energy or stamina, being
tired of school, lack of time to complete programs, lack of information
about programs, and a hesitancy to seem "ambitious". Many of the
non-native English-speaking students at ECC face several of these
barriers at the same time. These factors all make it difficult for
potential students to enter college, and they also affect a student's
participation and success once the student is enrolled in the college.
These barriers also affect the adolescent population at the
community college. For example, some of these younger students are
parents themselves. Combined with this are also the special issues that
may affect adolescent learners. In a study called "Becoming Marginal"
(1987), Sinclair and Ghory show how tensions are created when
pressures of the adolescent culture are in conflict with behavior
required for success in school. These tensions are compounded for
some minority students since at school, one’s very language.
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appearance, and heredity can be subtly questioned or directly
challenged. Adolescents who do not succeed in school become
marginal learners and have a strained relationship with the
educational environment. There are many facets to this relationship,
and it is counterproductive to think that the problem lies only with
the learner, since this releases the school from the responsibility for
creating an educational environment that reaches all students. In fact,
according to Sinclair and Ghory, the reasons for marginality often lie in
the lack of quality in the interaction between the learner and the
environment. Many students in developmental classes display
resistance, and this has sometimes been attributed to teaching
approaches and teacher-student interactions (Alpert, 1991). The
importance of interaction is further discussed in this chapter's
discussion of the social construction of reality and the importance of
interaction to learning.
Resistance theory contributes to the understanding of why minority
students fail in school by examining tensions that exist in school and
exploring conflicts between school and the wider society. Students who
show resistance to teachers and school often display behaviors which
reflect alienation from school. According to Alpert, resistance
"indicates an ideological stand emanating from the perception of
schooling as a reproduction process rather than an equalization
process" and schools distribute skills which reproduce social inequality
(1991:351). According to resistance theory, student failure is political
resistance rather than lack of ability to learn.
Though this discussion of reasons for educational failure does help
us to understand what may be influencing participation and
engagement of some non-native English speaking students, there are
still no clear answers. As Trueba (1989) says, these hypotheses place the
burden of success or failure on the shoulders of the ethnolinguistic
minorities and immigrant groups themselves. One explanation of
minority educational failure that shifts responsibility from the
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individual to the society is that of James Paul Gee (1990). According to
Gee, there is a 'crisis of social justice' in the United States, with the
more disadvantaged people getting less good schools than the more
advantaged. Gee believes that the 'literacy crisis' of the United States
situates the problem in individuals, and 'low literacy skills' can be used
as a rationale to keep the disadvantaged in low-level jobs and the elites
in higher level ones. Gee states that schools have historically favored
the advantaged, and that a focus on schools is necessary to find out why
students fail. A focus on schools would 'situate the reason outside
individuals' 'skills', 'intelligence', 'abilities', and in the social hierarchy
itself' (1990:31).
The concept of Discourse is central to Gee's theory. Discourses are
'ways of behaving, interacting, valuing, thinking, believing, speaking,
and often, reading and writing' (ibid,p. xix). Incorporated within each
Discourse is a 'theory7 or 'ideology7 of what counts as a 'normal'
person and the 'right7 ways to think, feel and behave. According to
Gee, schools engage in Discourses, and school-based Discourses which
are valued in U.S. society are not Discourses which are practiced by all
members of society. There are conflicts between school-based Discourse
and home-based Discourse, and school success relates to practice in
home-based literacy practices that practice skills schools reward. Gee
argues that 'a narrow range of these culturally specific home-based
skills are rewarded in school, and these are most often found in
mainstream homes' (ibid, p. 29). Students not from mainstream
homes are often not familiar with the 'valued' Discourse practices that
they need for school, and 'schools do little to give these mainstream
skills to children who do not already get them at home' (ibid).
According to Gee's theory, students can fail at school because they
have a primary Discourse which is not valued at school. They then
must face the almost impossible task of trying to learn this Discourse, a
Discourse of which they are not members. Gee believes that students
must be 'apprenticed' into the Discourse in order to have a chance at
success.
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There are many theories of minority student failure, but what is
needed is a more holistic inquiry that takes into consideration the
larger picture of what is happening in the classroom and sees the
interrelationship of factors that influence the students' participation
there. We need to see how society influences these relationships as
well. In this study, I have gone into the classroom and recorded
classroom interaction over a period of two semesters. In order to
ground this study, I needed a theoretical framework which would
outline conditions under which people can learn, and how the
learning process works. The underlying theory of learning used in this
study is which comes from the social interactionist viewpoint.
The Social Construction of Meaning
The research on social construction of reality (meaning) in the
classroom influences this study in that it addresses the concept that
teachers and students bring different definitions of reality into the
classroom. How are the differences between these realities negotiated?
How does a non-native English-speaking student engage in this
negotiation process? We need to see if there are opportunities to share
reality, and see how this translates into opportunities to participate in
the classroom. It is important to look at the nature of the socialization
that goes on in the community college developmental English
classroom and how it affects the NNS student.
The NNS students in this study are in the process of acquiring
literacy in a new language (English). This study takes a social
perspective of literacy which, according to Jenny Cook-Gumperz
(1986:2), focuses on the processes by which literacy is constructed in
everyday life through interactional exchanges and the negotiation of
meaning in many different contexts. According to Cook-Gumperz,
literacy is more than just learning to read and write. Literacy means
exercising socially approved and approvable talents; in other words,
literacy is a socially constructed phenomenon. What counts as literacy
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depends on what the society says counts as literacy, or in the case of this
study, what counts as sufficient literacy in English depends on what the
culture of the developmental English class defines as 'sufficient'.
Literacy learning takes place in social environments through
interactional exchanges which involve joint construction between
teacher and student. As Cook-Gumperz asserts, it is the purpose of
educational settings to make possible this mutual construction. This
study looks at how and if this mutual construction takes place in the
developmental classroom of the community college.
The Importance of Interaction
The importance of interaction to learning has been shown in many
studies. John Gumperz (1986:57) states that "teaching and learning
must be treated as interactive processes that require the active
participation of teachers and students to ensure that information is
conveyed as a precondition for learning." According to Michaels and
Cazden (1986), learning is mediated through complex interactive and
interpretive processes. Why is it that many minority students don’t
seem to take part in these interactive processes? There is some
evidence that because of problems in conforming to teachers'
performance expectations, minority children's communication fails to
be effective according to norms established by schools (Cook-Gumperz,
1986). Also, Michaels and Cazden have found evidence that discourse
patterns related to ethnic background affect the quality of teacher/child
collaboration in ways that deny certain children access to key learning
opportunities in the classroom.
In order to learn, we must be given opportunities to interact and to
negotiate meaning. According to Bruner (1986:122), when we are
puzzled about what we encounter, we renegotiate it's meaning. What
happens if we don't have a chance to negotiate meaning? Does
learning take place in a classroom where the pedagogical focus is on
transmission of knowledge, rather than mutual negotiation? Bruner
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believes that "most learning in most settings is a communal activity, a
sharing of the culture". A student must make his knowledge his own,
and he "must make it his own in a community of those who share his
sense of belonging to a culture". Rose (1990:225) speaks of education as
"one culture embracing another". This is especially important in
relation to language, since language, culture and education cannot be
separated.

Bruner (133) says that the language of education is the

language of culture creating, not of knowledge consuming or
knowledge acquisition alone. Through this dissertation, I examine the
factors that make this "sharing of culture" possible or impossible,
thereby allowing or deterring students' participation.
What happens when differing definitions of reality and different
cultural norms for participation come into contact in the classroom?
The situation may become one which does not facilitate learning. As
Gordon Wells relates:
"What pupils learn from what is presented to them
depends not only on what they bring to the learning
encounter in the form of their linguistic repertoire and
associated knowledge of the world, but also on the content
and form of what is presented to them and, even more
important, on the opportunities they are given to enter
into negotiation with the teacher concerning the meaning
and significance for them of what they are expected to
learn. Where such opportunities are lacking,
unfamiliarity with the specific content or uncertainty
about the purpose of the activities they are required to
engage in may overwhelm pupils whose linguistic
resources are quite adequate for the task in hand and
reduce them to silence or apparent incompetence."
This dissertation shows that NNS in the developmental English
classroom are, in fact, often "reduced to silence", and this silence can be
interpreted by instructors as incompetence. There are consequences
attached to this reluctance to speak, especially in a classroom. CookGumperz (1986) discusses how literacy has been historically regarded as
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a virtue, and how moral judgments about literacy skills still tend to
have prescriptive or normative overtones. There seems to be a
tendency to think of a literate person as ’’someone capable of exercising
good or reasonable judgement", and as Cook-Gumperz asserts, even
today when someone is described as using 'bad grammar', it seems to
suggest a lack of both education and proper judgement. This
dissertation examines teacher expectations and attitudes toward their
NNS students who may have less than perfect English skills.
Much research has been done which shows how attitudes can affect
performance, and the consequences of negative attitudes and low
expectations have often been discussed. According to Duran (1986:229),
Hispanics' school achievement may be limited by both students'
problems with English as well as the negative attitudes of teachers
toward their Hispanic students in academic interactions. The role of
teacher expectations and attitudes is expanded upon by Hugh Mehan
(1979). Mehan shows how failure by students to enter into appropriate
negotiation can lead to inappropriate social displays in the classroom
and negative evaluations by the teacher. A history of such
inappropriate behavior can lead a teacher to treat the student
negatively. According to Mehan, if a student often loses opportunities
to express knowledge, this can lead a teacher to believe that the student
is inattentive or unexpressive. Mehan believes that for a student to
have competent membership in the classroom, he or she must employ
interactional skills and abilities in the display of academic knowledge.
In other words, a student must be familiar with the Discourse of the
class. According to Gee, (1990:147), a student may acquire an
unfamiliar Discourse through enculturation into social practices
through scaffolded and supported interaction with people who have
already mastered the Discourse. Without access to these social
practices, you don't learn the Discourse. It is often assumed that
students must know this Discourse before entering the classroom.
Those who do know the valued Discourse have a 'head start' and look
like 'quick studies' or 'intelligent' students when their 'intelligence' is
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more a matter of having been apprenticed in situations where people
practice the kind of behavior that is valued in society (ibid, p. 178).
Failure may come when students are not given an opportunity to be
apprenticed into the valued Discourse.
This issue is not limited to Hispanic students, nor is it only found
in the classroom. According to Verdugo (1986), the low expectations
school personnel have for minority students result in labeling these
students as low achievers. Student performance is often negatively
influenced by this labeling; thus, the "self-fulfilling prophecy" that has
become so widespread in education and has shown us that students
may not succeed when teachers believe that they will not succeed.
Teachers may even verbalize these attitudes to their students, which
makes it difficult for a student to believe he or she can achieve.
Linguistic resources are important in determining factors that
influence participation of non-native English speakers, but there are
other factors that determine whether or not a student will use these
resources. These can only be determined by observing interactional
patterns in the classroom and interviewing participants. As Trueba
(1989:36) says, becoming an active member of a new cultural group
requires specific sodolinguistic and cultural knowledge, along with the
ability to use that knowledge appropriately. This involves not only
language, but also knowledge of cultural educational norms. Not
knowing the norms may impede involvement in the class. McCollum
(1989), in a study of turn-taking in third-grade classrooms, notes that:
"Due to the tacit nature of the rules that govern the
culturally correct behavior of teachers and students in
classroom participation structures, culturally and
linguistically nonmainstream students may have special
difficulty learning how to effectively participate in
classroom discourse."
Though this study was directed to third-grade students, its results
could certainly apply to college students as well. Classroom norms are
often culturally determined, and if students are not sure of the norms.
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they may have fewer opportunities to participate and therefore,
succeed. Non-native English speaking students must learn not only
classroom norms, but also classroom Discourse, and at the same time
learn the subject matter of the class.

When students have difficulty

with these pieces of the academic puzzle, they are often said to need
"remedial" or "developmental" courses to help them with their
"problems" or "deficiencies". Yet, John Gumperz (1986) points to
studies which show that schools' failure to recognize the facts of
linguistic diversity have often served to reinforce the very problems
that they had originally set out to correct. Is the developmental English
classroom the best place to help students who are still acquiring literacy
and Discourse in English? Is the level of English, or communicative
competence, the most important indicator for success of the non-native
English speaking student, or is it rather "how it is displayed within the
interactional environment of the classroom and how it is evaluated
and judged in relation to the school system's assumptions" (Gumperz,
1986)?
The English teacher has a special role in the life of a non-native
English speaker. ". . .in our society the English teacher is the student's
mentor and guide to a culture, usually the culture of the school and of
'standard' or 'mainstream' society, that is, to the meaning of the
language in that culture." (Gee, 1990:147) An important part of the
teacher's job is to help students learn a new Discourse which they need
in order to function as a member of the college culture.

Students must

be apprenticed into the new Discourse of the English class in order to be
able to successfully participate, and classrooms must be active
apprenticeships in academic social practices. All students come to class
with their own primary Discourses, and they are often very different
from that of the college English class. Minority students and students
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds often have difficulty
accommodating to some 'mainstream' Discourses, especially schoolbased Discourses, (ibid, p. 148) This may be especially true if the
students have a 'colonized' status and find that their primary
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Discourses have no value or power.

The English teacher who

provides access to the social practice helps the students get into the new
Discourse. The teacher who doesn’t provide access helps keep the
students out.
Chapter Two has outlined the theoretical perspective that frames
this study. This includes a discussion of how people learn, as well as an
overview of some of the theories that try to explain why non-native
English-speaking students may not be successful in school.

Through

systematic ethnographic inquiry and immersion in the interactional
environment of the developmental English classroom, I was able to
observe and record the participation of non-native English speaking
students. By means of ethnographic interviewing, I was able to ask
participants about what I observed. Chapter Three discusses the
research methodology of this study, defines ethnography, gives
examples of data collection and analysis, and shows how the questions
raised in the review of the literature were investigated in the
classroom.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

This study is an ethnography. Ethnography is the work of
describing a culture (Spradley, 1979), or "the art and science of
describing a group or culture." In the course of defining "ethnography",
I will first look at how ESL is currently incorporating this method of
inquiry into the field. Then, I will tie this into the underlying
anthropological and cultural framework of ethnography. Finally, I will
define and give examples of the data-gathering and analysis techniques
used in the research for this dissertation and how they apply to the
study's design.

Ethnography and ESL

Ethnography has been used to illustrate elements and processes of
language socialization in the field of anthropology. Recently, ESL
professionals have begun to focus on ethnography as a legitimate and
effective method of qualitative inquiry within their own field. In 1981,
Dennis R. Preston wrote "The Ethnography of TESOL", which
addressed the concept of "creative construction" of communicative
competence in ESL. More recently, Karen Ann Watson-Gegeo (1988)
has attempted to answer the questions "What is ethnography? And
what can it do for us in ESL?" In addressing these questions, WatsonGegeo states that ethnography holds promise for "investigating issues
difficult to address through experimental research, such as
sociocultural processes in language learning and how institutional and
societal pressures are played out in moment-to-moment classroom
interaction." This leads to a more holistic perspective on issues within
the field.
Watson-Gegeo, like many ethnographers, cautions against
"impressionistic and superficial" studies, and outlines four principles
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which define high-quality ethnographic research. These four principles
are: 1) ethnography focuses on people's behavior in groups and on
cultural

patterns in that behavior; 2) ethnography is holistic; 3)

ethnographic data collection begins with a theoretical framework
directing attention to certain aspects of situations and certain kinds of
research questions; 4) ethnography is comparative. Watson-Gegeo
employs a language socialization perspective in her ethnographic work,
which implies that language is learned through social interaction and
is a primary vehicle for socialization. Watson-Gegeo emphasizes that
few studies exist which analyze teaching-learning interactions and she
suggests that ethnography which is "conducted with the same
standards of systematicity and rigor expected of quality ethnographic
research in ESL's sister social science disciplines" holds promise for the
field of ESL. This dissertation describes a study that examines teachinglearning interactions, and it will help inform us on the effects these
contacts have on non-native English speaking students.
In the December 1989 TESOL (Teachers of English to Speakers of
Other Languages) Newsletter, Melanie Schneider discussed the
differences between "doing ethnography" and "using ethnographic
approaches". According to Schneider, "doing ethnography" involves
"in-depth descriptions and interpretations of what people do in a
particular setting, how they interact, and how they understand what
they do." Schneider illustrates the substantial commitment of time
and energy required to "do ethnography" and states that though few
language teachers can afford this commitment, teachers and students
themselves can benefit from using "ethnographic methods" without
trivializing ethnography as a field. Schneider outlines three
approaches to using ethnographic methods in the ESL classroom:
taking an ethnographic perspective, using ethnographic tools, and
focusing on ethnographic content. Since "using ethnographic
approaches" is not the focus of this dissertation, these will not be fully
outlined here; however, it is useful and important to note how
ethnography is becoming integrated into the field of ESL.
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An Ethnographic Perspective

An ethnographic perspective is important to this study because it
allows the researcher to find out the meaning of events for those who
are involved in the culture under study (Schieffelin, 1986:vi). An
ethnographer tries to describe processes holistically, and in each
situation to identify the factors that occurred from the perspective of
the participants (Green and Wallat, 1983). According to Zaharlick and
Green (1989:3), ethnography is a "theoretically driven, systematic
approach to the study of everyday life of a social group" with a series of
orienting principles that underlie it. The basic principles of
ethnography are: that it is culturally driven; it is holistic in perspective;
ethnographic fieldwork involves an interactive-reactive approach; and
ethnography involves a comparative perspective and is the basis for
ethnology. These principles will now be discussed in relation to this
dissertation.

Culture
Goals of ethnography include description and analysis of the
cultural patterns of a a group, and then the presentation of the culture
as seen by the participants in that culture (Jacob, 1987). A theory of
culture serves as a framework for all ethnographic studies. Thus, there
must be an understanding as to what is meant by "culture" in a
particular ethnography. James Peacock (1986) defines culture as ". . .a
name anthropologists give to the taken-for-granted but powerfully
influential understandings and codes that are learned and shared by
members of a group." According to Muriel Saville-Troike (1986),
culture is what the individual needs to know to be a functional
member of the community (in the case of this study, a functional
member of the developmental English class). Since this study is
concerned with personal, face-to-face interaction, it will derive some of
its cultural definition from the symbolic interactionist perspective of
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culture (Geertz, 1973).

According to this perspective, interpretations of

experiences are created by individuals through interaction with others.
Meanings are seen as "social products' (Jacob, 1987).

Culture is not

individual, it is shared, or as Geertz says, "public". The participants in
this study do not totally "belong" to the culture of the mainstream
classroom, nor are their own cultures totally shared. As James Spradley
(1979:233) affirms, "Culture ... is neither totally shared by a group nor
is it something totally unique to every individual." Students belong to
different "cultural" groups at the same time, and each student brings
his or her own "culture" with them into the classroom, but they form
new relationships within the classroom, thereby creating a new culture.
In order to see this culture formation, it is necessary to observe
behavior and realize that behavior implies underlying rules. This
ethnography seeks to discover these rules through the viewpoints of
the participants themselves. The development of patterns of behavior
and interpretation begins to make sense to the students in some way,
and this contributes to the formation of classroom culture. Conflict
may arise when some of the students have more experience with the
norms and expectations of the classroom, and others do not share those
"accepted", and often implicit, norms.
Ethnography involves a holistic perspective. It involves in-depth
analysis which relates individual parts to the broader whole. Units of
analysis (in this case the developmental English class) are considered
as wholes, but are also related to larger issues. As Peacock (1988:17) says,
" To think holistically is to see parts as wholes, to try to grasp the
broader contexts and frameworks within which people behave and
experience." Peacock refers to existence as "a web the threads of which
cannot be disentangled"(1988:19). In order to try to make sense of these
threads, we categorize within a perspective that sees multiple
interrelated factors. For example, not all factors that influence
participation happen within the classroom. This study takes
into consideration the external social variables (for example, college
atmosphere), that affect students' lives and their participation.
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An ethnographer has to collect rich, descriptive data of a group. The
data and description may be comparative within a study (comparing
two classrooms, for example). Also, as Peacock (1988:76) states, all
ethnography is comparative in the sense that the ethnographer must
communicate the truths of the culture he studies to members of
another culture, though Peacock also cautions that each culture is
unique, and therefore uncomparable. However, comparability is a goal
of ethnography and a way of measuring external validity of the study.
As stated by Goetz and LeCompte (1984:228), establishing the
comparability of a study makes it scientifically useful. It allows other
researchers to use the results of the study as a basis for comparison with
other studies addressing related issues. This dissertation aims for this
goal of comparability. It is also comparative in that different classrooms
are observed and compared to find interactional and organizational
factors that influence the participation of the non-native Englishspeaking student in the developmental English class.

It is inevitable

that certain comparisons will also be found between the NNS and the
native English-speaking student.
If this dissertation accomplishes the goal of comparability, it will
become a contribution to a comprehensive ethnology of the
participation of non-native English speaking students in higher
education in the United States. Any new understandings which result
from this research will help to "refine, extend, and modify theory and
provide the basis for comparative research across groups" (Zaharlick
and Green, 1990:35). This kind of research is needed, especially at the
community college level.
According to Zaharlick and Green (ibid, p. 17), the interactivereactive nature of ethnography partially derives from this comparative
nature of the field. The researcher takes into account many different
perspectives, and varied data collection techniques and analysis help
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with triangulation.1 Also, an ethnographer constantly responds to the
research situation; changing and refining questions in response to the
local conditions.

Design of the Study
Data Collection

Ethnographic fieldwork begins with asking ethnographic questions
(Spradley, 1980) which come from inside the culture being studied. In
order to find the "right questions", the ethnographer begins with a
"mucking around" stage - a time which is spent getting into the culture
and getting a broad view. In the research process, the ethnographer
brings both inside and outside perspectives together, thereby refining
questions which were of interest before entering the field. The focus of
the questions narrows. Because of the cyclical, interactive nature of
ethnographic research, new questions can arise at any time, and initial
questions may be modified in response to local conditions, factors not
previously known, or to new understandings (Zaharlick and Green,
1990). New questions arise from the dialectic process of the
"ethnographic research cycle", and data analysis itself brings more new
questions to light. During the data collection process, events that
occurred in the classrooms and Offhand' comments made during
interviews inspired me to ask questions that I had not considered at the
outset of the study.

1. Fetterman (1989:89) says that triangulation "is at the heart of ethnographic
validity, testing one source of information against another to strip away alternative
explanations.. .", and that in order to triangulate, "the ethnographer compares
information sources to test the quality of the information.. .and ultimately to put the
whole situation into perspective."
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Ethnography is a qualitative research process that involves
fieldwork at the site. The fieldwork at Englewood Community College
was primarily conducted through participant observation and
ethnographic interviewing. Through such techniques I began to
build "an ethnographic record (which) consists of field notes, tape
recordings, pictures, artifacts, and anything else which documents the
cultural scene under study." (Spradley, 1979:69) All of this data was
scanned for key events and themes that began to emerge as data
collection continued.
For this study, data was systematically collected through participant
observation and ethnographic interviewing from September, 1990 to
May, 1991 (during the fall and spring semesters at Englewood
Community College). The site is a small community college in Western
Massachusetts which serves approximately 3,300 students each
semester. The college is located in a town which has a large, rapidly
expanding Puerto Rican population, and this population change is
having an impact on the college. I had easy access to the college because
I am employed at the site.
For the Fall 1990 semester, participant observation entailed
classroom observation in three developmental (English 097 and
English 098) English classrooms. One class was English 098 (Writing), a
class which followed the usual college schedule and met on for 75
minutes each Tuesday and Thursday. The other two classes were
actually one class, since the reading and writing were "combined", and
met one right after the other. The same students and the same
instructor were involved in this "double" class. Reading assignments
were used as vehicles for writing assignments. The combined reading
and writing class met for two consecutive 50-minute periods on
Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays.

Classroom observation of these

classes involved approximately five to six hours per week, and
ethnographic interviewing involved anywhere from 30 minutes to
four hours per week, depending upon the availability of the

36

informants. The instructors in the study were interviewed at various
times throughout the semester, both formally and informally.
Fourteen students in these classes were formally interviewed and
audiorecorded at different intervals in the semester. In this class, my
role was more of an observer than a participant, and students often
asked me about my 'project'. I attended the class almost every day,
recorded most of my class visits, joined a group whenever the class had
'groupwork', and talked to the students in the halls when possible.
In the Spring 1991 semester, two developmental classes were
observed (one English 097 and one English 098). The 097 (Reading)
class met for 50 minutes every Monday, Wednesday and Friday. The
098 (Writing) class met on Tuesday and Thursday. In one class (097), I
was strictly an observer, but in the Writing class I had a helping role,
especially during word-processing sessions when students would
compose papers on the computer. These classes were observed for
approximately three to four hours per week. One of the instructors in
the spring semester was formally interviewed several times, and the
other was only informally interviewed in casual conversation. Five
students were interviewed, three of whom were taking the two
observed classes concurrently.
During triangulation and analysis, other professors who were
involved in creating and developing developmental English courses
were interviewed for a historical perspective of the developmental
program. Several other developmental instructors were interviewed
and surveyed for their perspectives and definitions of key terms used
in developmental education.

Eight faculty members were surveyed

about their formal preparation for teaching developmental English
classes.
The Informants

An ethnography should consist of a "polyphony" of voices from the
'native population' (Clifford, 1983) as well as a dialog between
ethnographer and informants. The voices of the informants should be
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clearly heard, and I have tried to accomplish that by providing full
profiles of five informants, using their own words, in Chapter Five.
Also, excerpts from interviews and classroom interaction are widely
used in this study in order to give the 'emic' viewpoint as objectively as
possible. Both instructors and students have served as informants for
this study. The first informants chosen were the instructors and the
non-native English speakers who were enrolled in their classes. Those
who were available and interested were asked for interviews. Other
informants were interviewed because they expressed a desire to
participate. The students who participated fall into one of two very
general categories - native English speaker (NS) or non-native English
speaker (NNS). Though these categories may seem relatively
straightforward, it has not always been easy to distinguish between the
two. In order to collect accurate language background data, a
questionnaire was administered to most of the students who were
observed. This questionnaire helped me to find out where the student
was born, what his or her first language was, and what language is now
spoken in the home. This information was valuable because
bilingualism is not always observable.
From class observation and interviews I was able to distinguish
different categories of bilingualism. Some students were first-language
dominant, some were non-standard English-dominant and some were
balanced bilinguals (equally proficient in two languages). Many
students spoke only English, and one native speaker told me that
English was really her second language - dyslexia was her "first"!
Of the students involved in this study, some passed their
developmental English classes and some did not. Some of the reasons
for this are discussed in the following chapters.
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Participant Observation
According to Goetz and LeCompte (1984:109), researchers involved
in participant observation "watch what people do, listen to what people
say, and interact with participants such that they become learners to be
socialized into the group under investigation." Participant observation
involves long-term exposure to the culture, but in practice, it becomes
more than just exposure. It is involvement and interaction with the
members of the culture, and the recording of their activities for
analysis. It is "long-term contact with the people under study" that "sets
the stage for more refined techniques and becomes more refined itself
as the fieldworker understands more about the culture"
(Fetterman,1989:45). According to Spradley (1980:54), the participant
observer differs from the ordinary participant in that he or she watches
and records what occurs, and then describes the actors and the physical
setting. The goal of participant observation is to "elicit from people
their definitions of reality and the organizing constructs of their world"
in order to "verify that individuals are doing what they or the
researcher thinks they are doing" (Goetz and LeCompte, 1984:109). By
observing and interacting with participants, we become partially
socialized into the group that we are investigating.
My role of participant observer allowed me to attend class every
day. I observed the students, joined their groups during group work,
and helped them in the computer writing lab, much as a tutor would.
Almost all of the observed classroom interactions were audiotaped. I
collected samples of work which illustrate the interaction and culture
construction processes under study here.

Because I work at the site, I

had easy access and became immersed in the environment for the
length of the study. Being able to converse with participants in the halls
of the college, as well as formally interview them, helped me collect
data on different levels and through different perspectives. Rapport
was relatively easy to achieve since some of the participants had known
me for several semesters, either as students or as advisees. Others got
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to know me through the course of the study, and soon became
comfortable talking with me about issues which affected their success at
the college.
At times, some role confusion existed - was I a teacher, a teacher's
aide, an observer, a student or an evaluator? Was I a friend, or were
any relationships kept strictly professional? During interviews,
students told of their different reactions to me: "Oh, I thought you
were just a student."

When I was helping out in the writing lab, they

would call me "student teacher" as they asked for assistance. (No
matter that I had been introduced at the beginning of the semester as a
researcher who would also be of use to them as a resource person.)
During the beginning of the study, I felt uncomfortable knowing that
some students really didn't know why I was there. I found that I was
more comfortable when my role was clearly defined, whether it was
one of observer, college student doing a 'project7, or 'helper' in the
writing lab.
I sometimes found myself wondering if my relationship with
several ex-ESL students might affect the things they said to me in
interviews. I tried to be sure not to lead them, or make them feel that
there was a 'correct' way to respond to any of the questions I asked
them. One way of dealing with role confusion, and the possible
influence it could have on the validity of the study, was by carefully
triangulating in different ways. Also, each student who was
interviewed signed a permission form and was fully informed about
the purpose of this research.
It should also be noted that, while a completely objective viewpoint
is impossible in ethnography, I have tried to find a balance between my
own experiences, background knowledge and beliefs, especially in
interpretations of the data.
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Ethnographic Interviewing
The people from whom one elicits information are the informants
of a study. Informants are chosen for different reasons, such as their
cultural knowledge, their access to others and other sources of cultural
knowledge, and their availability. Informants give us an "insider’s"
perspective on a culture. These are the "ordinary people" who,
through a series of interviews, and through the use of special
questions, become excellent informants (Spradley, 1979). A good
informant must know the "native language" and be able to
communicate in it. The researcher then gets a perspective in the
language of the participants through ethnographic interviews.
According to Fetterman (1989), the interview is "the ethnographer's
most important data gathering technique. Interviews explain and put
into a larger context what the ethnographer sees and experiences."
Different kinds of interviews characterize ethnographic research. For
Spradley (1979:58), the ethnographic interview resembles a friendly
conversation into which the interviewer "slowly introduces new
elements to assist informants to respond as informants." Descriptive,
structural and contrast questions typically characterize ethnographic
interviews.
Fetterman (1989:65) talks about formally structured, semistructured
and informal ethnographic interviews. The more structured
interviews are "verbal approximations of a questionnaire with explicit
research goals". The informal interview, similar to Spradley's "friendly
conversation", is more common. According to Fetterman, in the
informal interview the questions usually emerge from the
conversation, and often result from comments by the participant. This
type of interview is more interactive, and many of the questions which
emerge from the interview could not have been thought of before the
actual conversation began. During these interviews, we can ask
questions which Fetterman (1989:50) categorizes as "grand tour, detail
or specific, and open-ended or closed-ended."
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Goetz and LeCompte (1984:119) outline Denzin's (1978) three kinds
of ethnographic interviews: the scheduled standardized interview, the
nonscheduled standardized interview, and the nonstandardized
interview. The scheduled standardized interview, in their view, closely
resembles Fetterman’s structured interviews in that it is "virtually an
orally administered questionnaire". The nonstandardized interview is
an interview guide, similar to the informal interview described in
Fetterman. According to Goetz and LeCompte, whatever format the
researcher uses, certain specialized forms are included: key-informant
interviewing, career or life histories, and surveys.
For this study, both scheduled and non-scheduled interviews took
place. I tried to ask open-ended questions which would allow the
informant to speak in his or her own voice.

There were many

scheduled interviews that did not happen. Students sometimes forgot
their appointments or couldn't make them because something else
came up. Non-scheduled interviews took place in the halls of the
college and in lounge areas. I would sometimes approach informants if
they were sitting in a lounge area, and we would talk about their
classes, their lives and their plans for the coming semesters. I would
often talk with faculty members in the division office before, in
between, or after class.
A few of the students who might have made very important
contributions to this study did not want to be interviewed. These were
students who seemed to have cultural knowledge that would have
improved this study. No student was forced to participate in this study,
but there were times when I wished I could have swayed them to share
their knowledge with me.
Following are several examples of interactions that happened
during ethnographic interviewing. These first examples are
illustrative in that they show how the interviewer tried to get
informants to define the terms they use or give their understanding of
a situation or term in detail.
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(R (researcher) and S (student) are talking about how students 'disappear' from
class.
R - Why do you think people disappear like that?
S - Well, from HIS class, I think it's because he's very strict, which is fine, but he
pushes you without understanding why, you know?
R - I'm not sure I do know.
S - Like, for example, definitions? He doesn't tell you what the definitions are, you
have to look 'em up, but when I look them up and write them down on a test, they're
still wrong. They're still not complete. It's like I wish he would write it all out, and
I'll study from it and learn from it. But like to find it on my own, and I need to correct it,
besides that? That's too hard.
R - But you've stayed in the class.
S - Yeah.
R - Why do you think you stayed in that class?

In the following example, a student introduces a term that is used in
'student culture'.
S - One time I was asking a question, and I know he's only doing it for my benefit, but
he was saying like 'just 'cause Diane does that it doesn't mean that you have to, even
though she's right most of the time'. THAT was like, oh, don't do that to me. That's
like isolating me from everybody else.
R - So what was your reaction?
S - I kinda slacked off.
R - You kinda slacked off after that?
S - A little bit, yeah.
R - What do you mean by slacked off?

The informant then went on to define 'slack off' in her own words.
Though I had my own personal definition of the term 'slack off', I
asked the informant to define it in her words, thereby learning more of
her cultural knowledge and what the term meant to her.
The following example of an interview shows that it is important
for the researcher to define the terms that she is using. It also
illustrates how the researcher assumed that the expression 'talk in class'
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would have the same meaning for researcher and informant. It was an
interesting example of how communication might break down when
people bring their own experiences and interpretations of behavior into
an interaction.

R - Would you say that you talk a lot in that class?
S-Me?
R - Yeah, you.
S - Me, no. They try to talk to me. I say a few words before class.
R - To who?
S - Uh, to the teacher. I'll probably talk to a couple of my friends, but during class I
don't.
R-Why?
S - Unless you caught me.. .1 haven't talked a lot in that class.
R - I'm not trying to catch you, that's not my job! I mean, what do you think I mean
when I say 'talk in class'?
S - Oh, while the teacher's talking, you turn around and talk to your friends,
(laughs)
R - Oh, okay, I wasn't really referring to that, I was referring more to participating
in the class, like answering questions and stuff.

As the interview continued, the answer the student informant
gave then changed the direction of the interview to an issue that I had
not yet identified.
S - Oh, I try to, but then if somebody answers the question for me. I'm like,' I wanted
to answer that question'.
R - Does that happen a lot?
S - Yeah.
R - Can you give me an example?
S - No, I can't give you an example, but if something happens in a story and I raise
my hand.. .and there's one girl across the class and they answered it before I do, then,
there it goes.
R - Does she raise her hand?
S - No, she just talks right out (laughs).
R - How do you feel about that?

44

S - Well, I really don't care, but I'm not like that. I just don't speak out loud unless
they get me mad.
R - Unless who gets you mad?
S - Somebody. I don't get mad that easily.
R - Does anybody ever get you mad in that class?

Through this interview I was able to see that the cultural knowledge
of the researcher was different from that of this informant. We had
different interpretations for terms ('talking out in class') as well as
behavior (what it means to 'talk out loud'). My idea, that participating
in class meant talking out loud, and that this was a 'good' thing, was
not shared by the informant. Through triangulation, I learned that
liablando en clase' (talking in class) could be interpreted as being
'impolite', and this included answering questions without raising one's
hand. This showed me how students can have rules for participation
which are not shared by their instructors.
This experience inspired me to look for more data on how other
informants interpreted behavior in the class. This information came
out of the interview because it was not a structured list of questions
that had to be answered, but rather open-ended enough for the
informant to take it in another, possibly more important, direction.
Another example of how an interview can take an unexpected
direction is apparent in the following transcript.

S - .. .Sometimes I have said, gee, why am I pushin'?. I've really gotta finish
Anatomy, or a lot of reading, and you know, who cares? If I get a C, I'm still gonna pass
and go on to 101, but I still do it.
R - So there's something inside of you that makes you do that?
S - Yeah.
R - So, do you think that - and I have to let you go because I don't want you to be late
for classS - That's alright. I'm always five minutes late, (laughs)
R - Why are you always five minutes late? (laugh) Oh, that's interesting!
S - 'Cause I can't find a place to park, and I'm always late leaving. I wait 'till
everybody else is out of the house before I start getting ready. Then I find myself half
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getting ready and half picking up before I leave. And then I'm rushing.
R - Do you think it matters to the teacher if you come in late?
S -1 don't know. I'm sure it does.. .I've never been in college before (laughs) so I don't
know. I'm sure it does.

Here again, the informant changed the course of the interview by
providing information on how her life impacts her studies. It seemed
to be a good illustration of the difficulties faced by older, returning
students who have home responsibilities that can affect their
performance and their behavior. It also showed how the student was
unfamiliar with behavior that might be expected 'in college'.
The value of ethnographic interviewing became apparent to me
through interactions like those shown above. If I had not asked
informants about some of the things that I was seeing (and therefore
interpreting in my head), I would not have been getting 'the whole
story7. Through the process of ethnographic interviewing, I became
more adept at examining my own assumptions, and I believe that the
interviews helped keep interpretations as objective as possible.
Microanalvsis
As in all ethnographic studies, analysis begins with data collection,
and both processes inform each other. This study involved both
"macro" or broad analysis, and "micro" or in-depth analysis. Analysis
progressed from a broad look at behavior in a social (classroom) context
to a deeper analysis of selected instances of verbal interaction within
this context (what Corsaro (1983) calls micro-sociolinguistic analysis).
During microanalysis of conversation, I looked for "contextualization
cues", which are defined as "constellations of surface features of
message form ... by which speakers signal and listeners what the
activity is, how semantic content is to be understood and how each
sentence relates to what precedes or follows" (Gumperz, 1985).
Contextualization cues, which include linguistic and paralinguistic
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items such as prosody, formulaic expressions, lexical and syntactic
choice, gesture and code-switching, are embedded within and implicit
in verbal interactions, and therefore must be studied in process and
context rather than in the abstract. These cues, then, are observed
during classroom interaction.
According to Gumperz, though the cues themselves carry
information, meanings are conveyed as part of the interactive process.
In order to accurately and systematically analyze these cues, verbatim
audio taped transcriptions are analyzed using fieldnotes from
observations to fill in interactional details. These passages are then
described "in terms of the surface content and ethnographic
background necessary to understand what is going on" (Gumperz,
1985), after which they are analyzed and interpreted both in terms of
what is intended and what is perceived by participants. Recurrent
patterns are identified, examined and categorized to show how
interaction in the classroom relates to the social process of learning.
We can then see what participants need to know in order to participate
in the daily events of classroom life. The analysis of these key events
shows the norms, rules and expectations for participation, and also
identifies different kinds of interaction that may appear in the class
such as initiation-response evaluation sequences and procedural
display (see Bloome 1987,1989).
Once contextualization cues were identified, I used Green and
Wallat's conversational strategy categories to analyze the purpose of
message units used in classroom conversation (1983:197-200). These
categories include focusing, confirming, raising, editing, and others. I
also added some strategies of my own, such as divergence and
discussion stoppers.
Through the analysis of conversational contextualization cues and
conversational strategies, one is able to see how social processes are
constructed in face-to-face interaction in the classroom. This helps to
show the 'culture' and social norms that are being created in the class.
It should be noted that one limit of this analytical procedure is that
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videotape was not used during data collection. Videotaping could have
provided more in-depth description of contextualization cues. This
'final check' for description was not available, so analysis came of out
fieldnotes and audiorecordings.
The analysis procedure used for this study helped me to locate
critical moments of learning in the social construction of meaning. I
also attempted to locate moments which show how this construction
process can be impeded or made more difficult. As Gumperz states,
when a listener does not react to a cue or is unaware of its function,
interpretations may differ and misunderstanding may occur. Analysis
of the misunderstandings which take place in the classroom is central
to this study, and this means that it was necessary to observe and
analyze the actual discourse of the class. The best way to observe
naturally occurring instances of everyday talk is through ethnography,
because it allows the research to actually be there while the verbal and
non-verbal interactions are taking place. I was able to observe the
multiple dimensions of face-to-face interaction and record them in
order to facilitate thorough analysis.
Audiorecording provided a permanent record of classroom
interaction which permits in-depth analysis of three important areas
which have been identified by Weade and Green (1989). They are 1)
how are events accomplished and information communicated; 2) what
are the factors that influence participation, access and learning; and 3)
social and cognitive norms and expectations for participation. This
permanent record of interaction is supplemented by fieldnotes and
ethnographic interviews to present as complete a picture as possible of
the classroom culture. This makes it possible to develop a "grammar of
the event" (Weade and Green, 1989) which can be used to compare
findings about life in educational settings. This approach to analysis
has been used in studies of reading and writing in elementary and
secondary classrooms (Bloome 1989; Weade and Green, 1989; Green and
Wallat, 1983) and is a useful tool for looking at issues presented in the
experiences of the transitioning community college ESL student.
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For this study, data was analyzed using notes from observations,
collected artifacts (papers, syllabi, handouts and other class materials),
transcripts from interviews, and triangulation. Over 200 pages of
fieldnotes were generated, as well as over 60 hours of audiorecorded
interviews and classroom interaction. As data was recorded, I began to
go through and look for common themes that were recurring in both
interaction and interviews. This helped me to locate key events that
were happening in the classroom and then put them into categories.

I

have tried to select key events for analysis that illustrate such things as
the demands of the classroom and other factors that affect participation.
The following is an example of how microanalysis of classroom
conversation was carried out for this study.

In the excerpt, the teacher

(T) is interacting with a non-native English speaker (YL) and a native
speaker (A). This interaction is characteristic of the class in that the
students talk as much as the teacher does. The teacher uses the
strategies of focusing (initiating discussion), restating, confirming +
(acceptance of preceding response), editing (internal monitoring), and
checking students' understanding. Through the contextualization cues,
we can see how the teacher helps the non-native English-speaking
student with pronunciation. She stresses the difficult word (legend)
and repeats it three times. She then asks students to define the term,
checking understanding of the term which holds special importance for
the chapter of the book that the students are studying. This interaction
is characteristic of the kind of interaction that was consistently
displayed in this class. Meaning was usually co-constructed rather than
transmitted from the teacher to the students.
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Figure 1
Example of Interaction

Triangulation
In any ethnographic study, it is important to triangulate findings to
ensure as much objectivity as possible. Through triangulation, the
researcher uses different sources to arrive at an interpretation of the
data. Triangulation is vital to analysis, as it forces the researcher to put
observations and personal biases into perspective. It involves going
beyond 'surface level' descriptions, which do not always show the
importance of classroom interaction (Bloome and Theodorou, 1988).
Triangulation helps to validate the study, as it allows the observer to
dig deeper than first impressions, to go beyond and gather alternative
explanations for findings.
Data have been triangulated in several ways for this study. One way
has been to ask the participants themselves to comment on data and
patterns that have emerged through the research process. Another way
was by having an 'assistant' who did select observations, interviews
and audiotape analysis of classes and interviews. At different times
both researcher and assistant observed the same class, and then
compared notes and impressions after the observation. We compared
fieldnotes and results of analyses. We would then ask participants to
comment on the class that we had both observed, a process similar to
Corsaro's "indefinite triangulation" (1983). This process allows for
reactions from many different points of view and provides a clearer
picture of what is really going on in the class.
Conclusion
Chapter Three has provided a theoretical background for
ethnography and a description of how the study was carried out. We
have seen how data, including classroom conversational interactions,
have been analyzed.

Chapter Four will provide more in-depth

information about developmental education and the relation between
ESL and developmental education. It will give short historical
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background of developmental English at Englewood Community
College, as well as define some key terms which are central to the study
Chapter Four will discuss the ambiguity surrounding not only the
terms involved in developmental education, but also the possible
impact of the implications that these key terms have.
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CHAPTER 4
DEVELOPMENTAL EDUCATION
This chapter will provide a macro-level description of the
environment which created and now supports developmental English
in the community college. This includes a brief overview of ESL
programs at Massachusetts community colleges, their relation to
developmental education, and a research-based definition of both
remedial and developmental education, and the possible impact of
these terms on "developmental students". There is also a short history
of developmental English at ECC, including faculty preparation. After
reviewing some related literature on these topics, I will discuss
perceptions of informants about developmental English, and their
definitions of key terms used in the study. The implications of these
perceptions will then be discussed.
ESL in Massachusetts Community Colleges
ESL has been provided through Massachusetts community colleges
for twenty years, with the first ESL programs having been established at
Northern Essex Community College and Bristol Community College.
According to a 1990 report prepared by members of MECCA
(Massachusetts ESL Community College Association) for the
Massachusetts Board of Regents, there are currently ESL services at 14
Massachusetts community colleges, and they serve a total of almost
6000 students annually. These ESL programs provide access to higher
education and/or access to jobs and job training programs. According
to the MECCA report, four different kinds of NNS students may be
found within these ESL programs: the college-age arrival, those from
high school bilingual programs, foreign-born adult immigrants already
professionally trained, and a limited number of non-immigrant
foreign students. The number of ESL students has been on the rise,
and many community college programs have seen increasing
enrollments.
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These ESL programs face problems that may affect student success
rates. In their report to the Board of Regents, MECCA members outline
three current issues which involve ESL programs at Massachusetts
community colleges. They are overreliance on poorly paid part-time
faculty, lack of academic credit for ESL courses, and the lack of
systemwide uniformity on the status of ESL services. In some colleges,
ESL courses carry academic credit toward graduation, but in the ,
majority of community colleges ESL courses are perceived as "remedial
in nature"; classes which compensate for some supposed "deficiency"
within the student. These issues of ESL as remediation and lack of
academic credit for ESL courses are issues which directly affect students
who have come through community college ESL programs and want
to continue with their studies. Many of these are students who go into
developmental English classes.
More often than not, ESL programs are indeed seen as "remedial"
or "developmental" (a label which is becoming more prevalent in the
community college system) in Massachusetts. Because of this, the vast
majority of institutions of higher education in Massachusetts do not at
this time offer academic credit, or credit toward graduation, for ESL
courses. For Englewood Community College, there has been some
confusion over the difference between developmental and remedial.
Some instructors have tried to define the terms over the years. One
memo was written which said that "both remedial education (restudy
of previously studied material) and developmental education (new
learning of pre-college level material) are included under the same
heading" (1986, ECC); the heading of "Developmental".

ESL classes at

ECC were considered "developmental" until March 1991, when the ESL
faculty won a long battle for academic credit. Now, ESL students at ECC
may use as many as fifteen credits of ESL toward graduation, and ESL
courses are designated with freshman-level course numbers. But most
NNS studying in Massachusetts receive no academic credit toward
graduation until they have finished both ESL and developmental or
remedial courses - which can add up to years of studying with no
academic credit on the student's transcript.
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Community college ESL students in Massachusetts spend anywhere
from one to six semesters in ESL classes (even more if some classes
need to be repeated). Students leave ESL programs with varying states
of proficiency and academic preparation, depending upon such factors
as their previous educational experience and their ability to reproduce
new phonological language characteristics. When college personnel
outside of the ESL program hear "unusual" accents, or see that a
former ESL student has some difficulty with the language, they often
assume that the student needs a remedial program which will
compensate for this 'deficiency'. This is one of the reasons why ESL
students often proceed from non-credit ESL courses to non-credit
developmental courses, awaiting the day when they are allowed to
enter "real classes"1.
The movement now within ESL is to award academic credit for
ESL courses and find "alternatives to remediation" (Benesch, 1988).
One of these alternatives is the adjunct course, a kind of content-based
ESL instruction which is becoming increasingly popular in colleges and
universities throughout the United States2. Many ESL professionals
believe that adjunct courses3 and other content-based approaches to
ESL may help students to more easily make the transition from ESL to
non-ESL classes within colleges. However, others believe that courses

1. In at least one Massachusetts community college, it is college policy that a 11 ESL
students exiting from the ESL program will take non-credit, basic English writing. (Oct.
26,1991 MECCA meeting communication)
2. A "content-based" approach to ESL is one that seeks to integrate or coordinate
language and content, rather than focus on language in isolation (Mohan, 1986). The
goal of a content-based academic program is to develop both the second-language and
academic concepts which are appropriate to a student’s grade level. (Chamot, 1985)
3. In an "adjunct course", a student attends a content course designed for native
speakers, but also attends a language course that is coordinated with this content.
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which emphasize the learning of required norms and behaviors
needed in content courses have the wrong focus, since this could mean
teaching students how to conform to teaching standards and
procedures which may not be effective. At the college in this study,
support for adjunct courses has not been forthcoming outside of the
ESL department. Some faculty from outside of the Humanities
Division see 'special' language courses as harbingers of lower college
standards (as one professor said, "Watered wine fools no one."), and
believe that NNS (like 'developmental' students) students need to
"sink or swim" on their own, without so much "hand-holding" from
faculty. Most instructors are very interested in engaging their students,
but they are not clear how far they should go to help students
successfully complete their courses. This theme has arisen throughout
this study, and is further examined in Chapter Six.
Developmental Education at Community Colleges
According to Tomlinson (1989:1), programs with purposes that we
now know as 'developmental studies' have existed in the United States
for well over 100 years. For example, by 1907 fifty percent of the
students entering Harvard, Yale, Columbia, and Princeton could not
meet admission standards. By 1915, 350 colleges in the United States
offered courses that would 'address underpreparedness'. This trend has
continued, and developmental and remedial programs and offerings
have increased throughout the last century.
Developmental education has many definitions, but one of most
comprehensive definitions of the term follows:
"Developmental education has become the
umbrella under which community colleges,
colleges, and universities have placed a wide
variety of courses, seminars, and workshops
- credit or noncredit - designed to assist
'students' development of entry skills in
reading, writing, math, speaking, listening,
note taking and studying.'" (Ahrend t, 1987)
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This is a broad definition, one that implies helping students to
prepare for work which is expected of them in a college or university.
Like many definitions, it talks of 'entry skills' that are necessary for
students to have before they begin to take college classes.

It is not clear

from this definition if 'developmental' is different from 'remedial*.
According to Tomlinson (1989:7), there are many labels for
developmental programs, but "the nature of these offerings has been
primarily remedial; the focus is on basic skills in reading, writing, and
mathematics, and the application of those skills to content areas
materials" (ibid, p. 8). Distinctions are not always made between
developing one's skills and remedying one's "deficiencies", and this
can influence the way developmental courses are perceived, defined
and developed.
Though some four-year universities provide developmental
courses, developmental education has traditionally been located within
the community college. This is consistent with the "open-door"
admissions policy and the responsibility to serve the community. As
stated by Cohen (1987:5), "community college involvement in
developmental education rests to a large degree on the fact that it is
now deemed unacceptable to deny access to college because of
inadequate reading, writing and computation skills."

Definitions of

what is "adequate" often vary, not only from community college to
community college, but also from classroom to classroom.
Tomlinson states that the late 1960s and early 1970s saw 'massive
college enrollments across the nation and greater efforts. . .to meet the
challenge of serving a fully diverse and pluralistic student body"
(1989:4). According to Cohen, at some time in the 1960's there was a
drop in the literacy rates of high school graduates, and this decline has
continued. Therefore, developmental studies which teach literacy must
be "at the heart of" the community college curriculum, and involve all
college personnel. Developmental studies are more concentrated in
two-year colleges, freeing four-year universities and colleges from the
task. It isn't clear if this includes remedial studies, but McGrath and
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Spear (1987:12) talk of the 1960's as the time when the "remedial
function" of community colleges was first articulated. At that time,
remediation supported an educational/social mission compatible with
the traditional college model; the only difference being that
community colleges admitted large numbers of students who required
intensive work on specific skills. Here, the "remedial function" is not
differentiated from the "developmental" function of community
colleges.
According to Roueche, Baker, and Roueche (1987:22), because more
students are entering community colleges without "the requisite skills
to enroll in regular freshman courses", remedial programs have been
on the rise since 1968.

Gabert (1991) states that "the proportion of

lower-ability students is greater in community colleges than in fouryear colleges", and that large numbers of underprepared students will
be coming to community colleges in the 1990's.
Developmental or Remedial?
Most of the research shows general agreement that community
colleges need to provide developmental education, or some kind of
program which allows students to obtain skills needed for successful
college study. Within this context, some researchers and educators
discuss the "remedial function" of community colleges. (Enright, 1988)
This is typical of how "developmental" and "remedial" are used in
conjunction with one another. Though the Ahrendt definition given
above does not mention the word 'remedial', a literature search turns
up many studies which describe "developmental/remedial" programs
or classes (Brown, 1989; Argumedo, 1989), and abstracts often use the
two terms interchangeably (McCoy, 1991; Holleman, 1990; Bonham,
1990; Adelman, 1989; McGrath, 1987). It is clear that developmental
and remedial are often taken to mean either similar or equal programs.
Even when the terms are defined to mean different kinds of education,
those involved in developmental education often do not make a clear
distinction between developmental and remedial, and it seems that
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most developmental classes are functioning as remedial classes which
are making up for or remedying some deficiency within the
"developmental student". Tomlinson says that there is much 'cross¬
usage of the terms 'remedial, 'developmental' and 'compensatory', but
offers the following definitions:
"the term 'remedial' denotes the correction of poor
habits; the term 'developmental' denotes that
which is related to the effort to bring something
into being as if for the first time; and the term
'compensatory' denotes the provision of
knowledge, abilities, or skills that will substitute for
others that are required" (1989:8).
Given these definitions, it is possible to see why some teachers at
ECC believe that whether a class is developmental or remedial
depends on the student. If a student needs to be remediated, then that
class is remedial for that student. The same class might be
developmental for another student (for example, a non-native English
speaker who is learning many things in English 'for the first time').
This idea seems to put the responsibility of the label on the student.
Also, according to these definitions, maybe all of these terms could be
found under the umbrella of compensatory education. We need to
take a closer look at what is required, and if developmental education
is in the business of substituting behavior, language and Discourse that
is valued for the primary Discourse that a student might bring into
class.
The "Developmental Student”
The term "developmental student" is widely used in the literature
(Almeida, 1991; Bushnell, 1991), and it is also used by some of the
informants in this study. However, coming to a clear definition of the
term is not easy. According to Bray (1987:33), "developmental
education students are students who need assistance in overcoming
skill deficiencies." This definition sounds very much like a definition
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of the term 'remedial'. The same definition then continues with a list
of labels that are often used to describe these students: "remedial,
developmental, high-risk, low-achieving, or disadvantaged." They are
also called "developmental learners", defined as students who "lack
basic skills in reading, writing, and arithmetic" (Craven, 1987:75).
"Poorly-prepared" (Bushnell, 1991) is another popular term, and
"underprepared" is often used as well (Almeida, 1991). According to
Almeida, these students are those who "fall out of line with many of
the traditional aspects of what is perceived as a valid college
education." Another label often used in relation to these students is
"non-traditional". For another list of labels, see Tomlinson (1989:7).
There is certainly some truth in some of these terms.

It is clear that

the labels do not all mean the same thing; however, they are often used
as if they did. This often means that students in developmental classes
are sometimes classified, or labeled, as a group of people who share the
same characteristics and areas of difficulty. They may be perceived as
'remedial' students. According to Rose (1989:209), "to be remedial is to
be substandard, inadequate - and, because of the origins of the term, the
inadequacy is metaphorically connected to disease and mental
defectiveness." As access to education has increased over the years,
more students have come to school and brought a broad range of
educational problems with them. Rose states that "(p)eople tried to
diagnose various disabilities, defects, deficits, deficiencies, and
handicaps, then tried to remedy them". Eventually, the remedial
paradigm began to include everything from poor reading skills to
speech defects, lack of interest, shyness and second language
interference, all problems which, according to this medical model, need
a remedy. It is possible that this paradigm underlies developmental as
well as remedial education.
Is there a clear mission or definition of developmental education?
Some may argue that the term used to describe a program is irrelevant.
However, our use of a term may influence the way we perceive those
involved in developmental education.

Does talk of remedying
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deficiencies underlie developmental education, and if so, does this talk
"exclude from the academic community those who are so labeled"
(Rose, 1989:210)?
Developmental English at Englewood Community College
Though developmental education includes courses in math,
science and other disciplines, these are out of the scope of this study.
This dissertation is concerned with the role of developmental English
classes. Most of the students who finish the ESL program at Englewood
Community College have traditionally been advised to go into
developmental English courses to further improve their English. This
means that ex-ESL students in the college leave credit-bearing courses
and enter non-credit bearing, "college-preparatory" classes. There is no
'exit exam' from the ESL program, so the decision for placement is left
up to the student, who probably doesn't know very much about
developmental classes, and the student's advisor. The advisor has
some perceptions of developmental English courses, even if he or she
has never been directly involved with them. It is important to define
developmental English courses and see how they are perceived by the
students and teachers.
Developmental English courses at Englewood have received a lot of
attention lately, partially because of the large amount of students who
place into these courses (approximately 40%) and the large number of
those who do not do well in the classes. It has not been a very
"successful" program, if success means completion of the courses with
good grades.

Committees have been set up to investigate this situation

- the Developmental Education Task Force, the "0-level group" (since
developmental classes are those which do not receive credit, therefore
the classes are designated with numbers beginning with zero), and
there are grant-funded workshops which are designed to explore issues
related to developmental classes. Many dedicated English faculty
members are interested in this area and involved in outside projects
concerned with developmental English.
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The developmental program is not a new one. Professor Carol
Bailey was instrumental in setting up the developmental English
classes which now exist at ECC. The following excerpt from an
interview with Professor Bailey shows how these classes began and
developed at ECC. Professor Bailey not only outlines the growth of the
developmental classes, but also gives her perception of remedial
education.
"Developmental really began with Bill Hayward who was in charge
of the Black studies area (in the early 1970's). I knew it existed and he
had an office down the end of the old gym, and I really didn't know
much more than that. He gave African-American history and he was a
'one man developmental studies'. In 1974 or 1975 there was a learning
center, tutorial program that we set up. Down where the ESL people
are now.
'Then we got the idea that there were people who did not have
GEDs but who would be capable of learning and probably doing college
work if they were given remedial work. And that is when I got
involved. I wrote up the reading program. This was about 1977. I was
teaching art, and I became very much aware that when I gave them a
reading assignment, most of my students couldn't read it. I don't
mean a phonetic kind of thing, but as far as getting the meaning out of
something, they weren't getting it. So we had a reading class.
T would say our approach was definitely remedial - it also tended to
be a bottom-up kind of thing. Exercise, grammar exercises. It was sort
of a mishmash which I was very unhappy with. Anything that was
available to us commercially (books and materials) was geared more on
skills, skills-oriented kinds of things. That was definitely remedial in
nature. But I moved out of that. It had been going very much against
my grain. What (the students) needed was getting at the meaning, and
the more I saw of that, the more I realized that you could do this skillsoriented stuff until you were blue in the face and it wasn't going to
help the thinking process, and it wasn't going to help build up any
kind of knowledge with which they could crack a text, so I moved
definitely towards the holistic in the reading.
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"I became very much aware that there were students in our regular
101 classes who were as badly off as far as getting meaning out of their
reading. So we decided that we ought to take those courses and open
them up to the general college students.
"I don't think this place would even have those programs (now)
because most of the faculty would not admit that (developmental and
ESL) were needed. I was the only one, one of very few, who could see
that this was needed. There was resistance from certain faculty for
both. . .most of the faculty were living in the past insofar as they felt
that students should be coming in with the same preparation that they
had years ago when they started teaching. They don't. We were getting
more and more students who were underprepared, one euphemism
for it, and you've got to deal with this, you've got to meet them where
they are. They also tended to lump all the students who were having
difficulty as needing remediation, needing skills, and they weren't
looking at the fact that you have kids who do go through college
courses, you have kids who have been out doing something for a long
time, students who never read, and that was where the difficulty was.
It was in their background, or lack of background, and remediation
isn't going to do anything for those people. Except make them feel
worse about themselves."
Professor Bailey clearly believes that there is a difference between
developmental and remedial education. Her interview shows that
there may not be agreement between faculty on this issue. Like most
people involved in developmental education, they do not have one
clear definition for developmental.

In 1986, a short paper was drawn

up in ECC which defined developmental education, partly to address
the issue of remediation.

According to this paper, which does not

express the opinions of all of the faculty at ECC, "(a)t ECC both remedial
education (restudy of previously studied material) and developmental
education (new learning of pre-college level material) are included
under the same heading." This heading is developmental education.
According to this paper, developmental education had "grown
significantly" in the last decade and had expanded into "new areas"
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(one of which was called "EFL" at the time). The author of the paper
continues on to say that this increase in developmental education "has
coincided somewhat with Regents' delineated goals and objectives for
Massachusetts community colleges which include developmental
education to improve access for previously unserved populations".
The implications of this statement are broad. Developmental
education can help provide improved access - but not all of the
students in "previously unserved populations" need developmental
classes.
The ECC paper on developmental education addresses the fact that
the community college sees a need for developmental classes by
commenting on the increase in "underprepared students": "But even
without the charge from the Regents, growth in this area would have
been inevitable. Not only are new, unserved (and deserving)
populations now entering our doors, the typical student pool we
served 10 to 20 years ago is now appearing less well-prepared." Clearly,
faculty members and administrators alike saw the need for special
courses to serve a population that was not 'prepared' for college in the
same way that the faculty had been when they attended college.
At the time that this paper was written, developmental courses at
ECC included math, English (reading and writing as separate courses).
Biology and Physical Science, English as a Foreign Language, and "How
to Study". This course were credit-bearing at the time, but only six
semester hours of this credit could be applied to graduation
requirements. These courses no longer carry any credit; a change that
was mandated by the Massachusetts Board of Regents (now the Higher
Education Coordinating Council). Though Englewood Community
College has had classes for the unprepared student since the 1970's, the
program started out as a remedial program. Since then, deciding
whether a class is remedial or developmental has been very difficult,
especially since no actual written distinctions were made as to which
classes were developmental and which were remedial. This issue was
addressed in 1990, when the ESL faculty worked to obtain academic
credit for ESL classes. Lines were drawn in the college between those
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who believed ESL to be remedial, those who thought developmental,
and those who thought it was equal to other ’college-level' classes, and
therefore deserving of full credit. Professor Bailey has expressed
dismay over the fact that faculty often do not make any distinction
between these terms. She believes that some "developmental" English
classes which are taught today are, in fact, remedial.
What are the consequences of this in terms of the ESL student? As
we can see from the literature, "developmental" and "remedial",
although often defined differently, are more often than not used to
mean the same thing - programs designed for poorly-prepared, skilldeficient students who need a remedy for their ills. Therefore, students
who speak one or more languages other than English, instead of being
given credit for bilingualism, are sometimes 'treated' for this
"deficiency" if they have anything less than near-native proficiency.
Taken to the extreme, a student who has been college-educated in his
or her native land, but doesn't have "perfect command" of the
language is classified as a "developmental student" equal to those
who have lived in the United States all their lives, but never learned
certain basic skills necessary for English literature study. Also, the
assumption is often that students who have completed an ESL
program should leave that program with the same expertise in English
as native English speaking students who have been immersed in and
using the language for their entire lives. This assumption, which
indeed could serve only to make students "feel worse about
themselves", must be reexamined.
Effectiveness of Developmental Education
Though it is beyond the scope of this study to analyze the
effectiveness of developmental education, it should be mentioned that
there are conflicting research results on this issue. Some studies point
to low completion rates of developmental courses (Roueche, et.al, 1987;
Bushnell 1991), others point to benefits provided to students (Head,
1989). McCoy (1991) states that students who took developmental
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courses were slightly less likely to graduate. Riggs, et.al. (1990) found
that attrition was higher for students enrolled in developmental
studies programs than in college level courses. Jones et.al. (1991), in a
study done in California, found that somewhat more men, whites,
non-remedial and younger students graduated from four-year colleges
than did women, non-whites, remedial and older students. Personnel
at Englewood Community College are also divided on the necessity of
developmental education, the effectiveness of it, and the obligation of
the community college to provide it. It is a controversial area, and one
that needs more research.
"Developmental Faculty"
In the previously mentioned ECC paper on Developmental
education, the issue of faculty is addressed. Found within the paper is
what seems to be a justification for assigning full-time faculty to these
courses.
"Regular subject faculty are, by necessity, assigned to teach
developmental education sections rather than use parttime or "outsider" faculty exclusively to cover these
sections. This contact with less well-prepared students
adds a touch of reality to the teaching environment of
two-year institutions."
Reading these statements, one wonders what is meant by 'a touch of
reality'. Does that infer that English literature classes are removed
from reality?

Clearly, not all faculty agree with this statement, but the

statement was issued by a faculty member at ECC.
How should faculty be prepared to teach developmental classes?
According to Almeida (1991), few teachers have any preparation in
teaching underprepared learners. Almeida suggest specific training in
this area. Some researchers believe that instructors should be given
training in dealing with adult learners. Roueche et. al. (1987) outline
many of the issues that impact faculty in the area of developmental
education, such as having no common course guides and dramatically
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varying standards from one instructor to another. In the 1986 paper
written at ECC, some suggestions were made in relation to faculty,
specifically that "Faculty need to develop more skills in helping the
less well-prepared student. Although sensitive to student needs,
specialized faculty training is needed and new approaches to learning
strategies need to be tried."

However, some faculty still feel that they

have not received adequate preparation for teaching developmental
courses, and they are often left to their own devices to get the training
they want. Some faculty who have advanced degrees specific to their
discipline, but have never had any teacher training, may have difficulty
in reaching their "developmental" students. Many instructors have
had little or no experience teaching non-native speakers of English, and
are not sure what to do when these students appear in their classes.
They express a desire to learn more about the 'new' students who are
appearing in their classes.
From the inception of the ESL (then EFL) program at ECC until
1991, English as a Second Language courses at the college were
considered "developmental". Though they are now 100-level
(Freshman) courses, some still think of them as developmental, or not
really "college-level". In fact, it is not the norm as yet to award
academic credit toward graduation for ESL classes in the state of
Massachusetts.

It is the norm for ESL services to be categorized as

developmental, and they are sometimes found within the college's
"Developmental Studies Department" (Brown, 1989). Many faculty
and staff outside of the ESL department do not really understand the
difficulty of learning English as a second language, though they may
recognize the difficulty of learning Spanish, German or another
language. Some believe that, since ESL is a prerequisite for NNS who
want to study in the college, it is 'preparation for college' rather than
college-level. There is also a perception that ESL classes are 'fun', rather
than rigorous, and therefore unworthy of academic credit. There is
sometimes less prestige around ESL classes, and this can be internalized
by the students in the program. Students who need ESL often refuse it.
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and they come to the program only after they have experienced failure
in the mainstream.
Developmental classes are the first experience in the college
mainstream for many students. However, they are often the classes
that receive the least emphasis and support. Teachers are often
unprepared to teach these courses, and they often do not know what
they should be teaching. According to Roueche, Baker and Roueche
(1987), "community colleges should not talk about how to teach
without first deciding what is to be taught, and should not decide what
is to be taught without first deciding why and to whom it should be
taught." This does not seem to have happened with developmental
education at this point. More research needs to be done on "what" is
taught, and this study will give participants a chance to discuss why
they believe this is taught.
Developmental education seems to be something of a 'gray area' in
higher education. Given the 'cross-usage' of terms, the placement
procedures used for determining standard English, and many of the
other factors that impact this area, ECC is no different from any other
college in its problems with this area. This is compounded by many
outside factors that determine the trends within developmental
education. We must look at the real reasons that this kind of education
exists, and examine the assumption that underlie it. An interesting
example of the difficulties impacting developmental education follows:

'The continuous burdens that these programs
face include problems of funding, staff recruitment
and retention, admission and placement standards,
minority student enrollment, the quality of tests,
the relativity of curriculum, and perceptions of the
program." (Tomlinson, Executive summary,
1989:iv)
Taking a critical look at this description of the 'burdens' faced by
developmental programs, one might wonder why 'minority student
enrollment' is considered a burden. It might be representative of the
larger issues found in society that determine how many of these
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programs are conceived, designed, and implemented. This could have
special significance for non-native English speakers. In Tomlinson's
(1989: 79) discussion of the prospective developmental student
population, she discusses the predictions for a large increase in
'minority children or children in poverty7. Tomlinson says that
"perhaps these projections hold implications for an even greater
increase in the diversity of the prospective developmental student
population." Though is it crucial to examine future population trends,
it seems that the norm is to discuss 'minority7 children and 'children in
poverty7 as if we expect them to be the same thing. We also should
examine our assumptions about where our society expects these
children to end up. This involves looking at questions of access and
power within our society.
This chapter has endeavored to explain some of the terms involved
in developmental English education within the context of the
literature and in within ECC. It has shown that there is much
confusion and ambiguity involved within developmental education.
In the next chapter, the informants, both instructors and students,
speak about their perceptions of developmental education and the
effects it has had on them. Chapter Five provides profiles on five
informants and uses the words of the informants themselves, letting
their voices be heard.
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CHAPTER 5
PROFILES OF FIVE PARTICIPANTS
This chapter contains background on the site and profiles five
students and teachers typical of those involved in developmental
education. The five profiles include: one native English-speaking
student; one non-native English-speaking student from Puerto Rico
who attended ESL classes at ECC; one non-native English speaking
student who learned English in Taiwan and then received ESL classes
at a local university; and two English professors who teach
developmental classes that were observed for this study. Through
these profiles emerge perspectives of the informants of this study, as
well as some of the major themes that were identified through
interviews.

The profiles are in the words of the informants.
The Site

Englewood Community College is one of the fifteen Community
Colleges in the Massachusetts system. Though the college was
established in 1946, it is now housed at a campus which was built in
1974 and 1981, after a fire destroyed the original campus. The college
serves an urban town, but it is situated in the rolling hills of western
Massachusetts. The buildings are modern concrete structures
surrounded by wooded hills. The campus consists on five three-story
buildings which house classrooms, offices, lounges, dining areas, a
cafeteria, a bookstore and a child care center.
Downtown Englewood does not resemble the campus of ECC. To
get to Englewood Community College from the center of town, one
passes by lines or tenements and row houses on the way "up the hill".
The center of the city of Englewood is situated down on the shores of
the river, with the lowest and poorest part of the city called "The
Mills". Old factories and mills are still seen, and the city has an
atmosphere of declining industrialization. There are several boarded-
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up store fronts which share streetfronts with new Puerto Rican
restaurants and specialty food stores.

However, there are still tree-

lined avenues with large, Victorian homes in the vicinity of ECC.
There is a contrast between the larger, older houses of many longtime
residents and the old 'three-decker' apartment buildings downtown.
Englewood has a long history of immigrants, and the latest group of
immigrants to arrive here is Puerto Rican. Many of these people have
arrived in difficult socioeconomic circumstances, and they often find
themselves in the Mills soon after arriving in Massachusetts. Many
who come to Englewood with little money live in run-down, lowincome apartments in ’dangerous’ sections of the town, and some
work in the local factories. They talk of drugs and crime, and how
education can be a way out of poverty. For many of these recent
arrivals, the long road from the Mills up the hill to the college is a
difficult journey. For some, it doesn't get much easier once they are
enrolled in the college.
Englewood Community College was established "to provide post¬
secondary educational opportunities to men and women of diverse
backgrounds and goals". (ECC Catalog, 1990-92) According to the
mission of the college, Englewood Community College "shares with all
the community colleges of Massachusetts a commitment to excellence
of academic instruction, open access, low cost and responsive,
innovative educational programs of high quality." Serving the
community of Englewood means serving and responding to the entire
population - Puerto Ricans and other underrepresented populations
included. This part of the mission of the college has not been easily
achieved. According to college data, the rate of retention for Hispanic
students is below the rate of the rest of the college. Twenty-eight
percent of the Hispanic students who entered the college in the fall of
1989 were enrolled in the spring of 1991.
Admission to the college is open to anyone who holds a high school
diploma or equivalency certificate and is based on "an individual's
firm desire for self-improvement and a willingness to devote the time
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and effort required of advanced learning" (ECC Catalog, 1990-92).
However, the catalog also states that:
"the benefits of higher education are not limited to
students who have a high school diploma. Mature
individuals and GED recipients may improve their life
options through developmental programs and courses
which help students earn the degree or certificate to
which they aspire."
Admission to the college is open, and no exams or minimum scores
are necessary. However, who gets in to ECC often depends on who has
the tenacity to find the system, understand it, and then put all the
pieces of the paperwork puzzle together. This is especially difficult for a
non-native speaker because most offices at ECC are staffed by strictly
monolingual English speakers. The process of entering the college can
be facilitated by the multilingual ESL faculty and staff. After getting in,
the struggle to remain in the college and be successful begins.
Three Student Profiles
Mary Ann
Mary Ann is a 32 year-old mother of two who is going through a
divorce. Like many students at ECC, she is returning to school after a
long absence. She has many characteristics of what is considered a
'developmental' student at ECC; she is older than many students, a
single parent, depends on financial aid and has an educational history
that has led her to believe that she should not succeed in college. Mary
Ann is a native English speaker. She talks about her own background,
what led her to college, and her experiences in her two developmental
English classes. She takes 097 (reading) and 098 (writing) with two
different teachers; a woman for 098 and a man for 097. Here is Mary
Ann's story in her own words.*
*In the interest of clarity, I have omitted false starts and conversational fillers such as "urn"
and "uh".
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"I'm 32, I've got a three year-old, a two year-old. I've been going
through a divorce. (I'm) attending this school, taking 098 and 097
together. I'm taking an art class; figure drawing. I took basic math and
dropped that. ’Cause I didn’t have the time; I donate a lot of time,
whatever little time I have left over from the kids, I donate it to these
two English courses. 'Cause this summer I will be taking 101 with Mr.
Martin. And then I'm going to go into 202.
My husband had went bankrupt and he lost everything and my
kids had been ill with pneumonia and bronchial asthma. And I had to
spend all our money, all our money on the kids' bills. I always paid
cash. I didn't care, we had it. So then, all that went bad, and we ended
up on welfare, and I became enraged, I said there's no way I'm gonna
sit here, you know, this welfare mother. So I'm a waitress and a
bartender by trade, and doing that as a night job. You got the two and
three year old, you come in three or four in the morning, and then,
you know, you get up with your kids. It carries a different lifestyle that
you don’t want to expose the kids to, either. So I said, what else can I
do? To get off of welfare. Well, to my knowledge, you had to have a
degree in something.
When I discovered that my husband could not, he would not
provide for me and the kids, I said I have to get an education. I have to
get a degree. So I investigated it, 'cause I was only on welfare for a few
days, and I said "Oh, no. My kids are not going to stand in line in
nursery school with little passes saying, 'Could I have a free lunch. I'm
on welfare'." Oh, no. It totally bothers me. (So I was angry at) my ex¬
husband-to-be for allowing his children to be exposed to that. And so
I'm going to take them off of that. And that's why I'm here. I’d like to
be a teacher.
So I don't know where it's gonna go. I took the (placement) test
and they told me I had to go into these classes. I just thought that they
were classes for the dum-dums, because that's the classes I was in in
high school. The low, lowest classes, none of the college courses, I was
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never college material, never college prep. ...All the Black kids, all the
welfare kids and all the Puerto Rican kids - and me - we were all in one
class.
So I was in that school and being a radical dysfunctional person.
Where else could they put me but in a room like that? And when I
first started kindergarten when I was three, I just did not want to live. I
got that feeling like I was being punished. And so the whole time in
elementary school was like being punished. And I didn’t like it. All
that I wanted to do was sit there, talk to a few friends, paint and draw.
Everything I painted and drew looked just like whatever I was doing
and they thought that was very good. My teacher (said) "Oh, that's
nice, lets keep her there - she doesn’t have to know the time tables or
nothing, she doesn’t have to read" because they used to take me out of
classes so I could go and do work for the play that was coming up, for
all the parents to see. (So they decided) we won't give her the basics,
but we’ll let her do all the background work for all the school plays.
Because I’m good at that, and I could do that well. Meantime, I was
never in the play, my parents never came, I don’t even know if I'd ever
seen a play. But that was okay, because that's what made me happier. I
didn't want to be there. They had nothing to offer me.
(And now in 098) I'm having so much trouble with it because (the
writing teacher) says "what did you learn? (in high school)" and I
learned nothing. What do you mean you learned nothing? I basically
learned nothing. My mother brought me there (to school), she left me
there, and I thought I was being punished. And of course she didn't
know, the teacher didn't know. They had nothing to offer me. So they
discovered I was artistically inclined, and that's where they kept me all
through elementary school.
I went to school in New York. I went to this school in New York in
sixth grade, they give you S's and N's.. . so I come there with all S's
and now in sixth grade is all F's. Total F's in every subject in sixth
grade.
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I went from junior high into high school, and I took sewing, took
art, took cooking, accounting, basic things. None of it prepared me for
college.
Without these (developmental) classes I could not get anywhere. I
could never be in 101. I don't like it, it gave me the feeling of being in
junior high school again, the dum-dum class, and I was embarrassed.
People would say, "What are you taking?", (and I say) "Oh, I'm taking
098, you know." And it is, you know, basically that's what it really is.
But it serves its purpose and it's very good. Because without it,
there's no way, me, myself, I could never get to 101 without that. This
is where all the kids that have had dysfunctional families (are), they'd
come home and the mother and father didn't say, "what do you have
for homework, let's sit down and do it", they haven't had any kind of
church or values set, they would eat whatever was there, like Beefaroni
in a can, with a Twinkie and an orange soda. Because I'm hungry and I
cook that myself at this grade. And I can eat that and drink the soda, so
their bodies are not nutritionally balanced, so their brains are not
balanced.

And they may stay up 'till one or two in the morning,

listening to their parents fight. Or get the shit beat out of them bloody
because they got an F in math, and the father wants to know what's
wrong with them. You know, so right away you get this block, I don't
know math, I don't wanna know math, because math brings a beatin'.
I don't wanna know math. So you don't do math.
We (students in developmental) are all in the same boat. They're
all from different rehabs, they’re all in AA, or they're from different
rehabs or drug programs, or they're kids, or they're welfare. I think all
of them are welfare, except maybe two or three of them. You can see it.
You can see it, and you know it by their language. And they're
struggling so hard to absorb this material. And the biggest mistake of
the teacher is to think that they are going over what they've already
learned. They haven’t learned it! I got a D- here from this. You know,
and I freaked out. I just said, what's your problem, how could you do
this to me? I took it so personally. The teacher said, well you haven't
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wrote complete sentences. It's all free writing. Well, how do I know
how to write a complete sentence, I don't know what a complete
sentence is! I said that to her in class. And her face just dropped to the
floor! I felt like saying, well, where did you come from? La La Land?
What do you think this is? She thinks she is updating material that we
already know. Okay, we don't know it. Myself, I don't. Some kids do
know it and they forgot it. But the kids like myself - I'm not a kid
anymore - but for the people like me who never learned it, you are not
updating nothing.
And she sits there and skims through those books, and it's so
embarrassing really. I'm 32, and she sits there and skims through those
books and goes, 'Well, the subject of the matter is, an the pronoun to
this is”. . ."study that”, and then the next day, we skip, we keep flowing
right on. And so, if I had the time in life, I would take that class over
again, but not with her. I like her, don't get me wrong, and I've got an
A- on another essay, cause she taught me what a theses (sic) is, a body,
and the parts, how to make things flow, how to change sentences
around, how to use the word processor - which made me feel like I was
a whiz, a total A student, it made me feel like these college prep kids
can do this, any idiot can do this!
I was afraid of the word 'computer', as soon as she mentioned it, I
was gonna resign the class. You know, I don't wanna be humiliated
any more. When I told her "what do you mean complete sentences?",
she said, "Don't you see that?". I said no. Well, it's like the person
who discovered that athletes can’t read. WHAT?? How did you get
here? And you had to see her reaction, she was just so stunned.
She doesn't have the ability to go beyond reviewing. She is very
good at reviewing, and if I took this course again from her, I could
learn very well. But she does not know how to set the .. foundation.
Like "everybody learned this in sixth grade", I didn't learn it in sixth
grade! Not me!
In the English 097, the other teacher assumes that you know it, but
he also knows that if you don’t, he'll take you down. He can come
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down, he learned to come down to build a foundation. That’s why I
know I can go through 101 with him this summer. It isn't because he's
gonna give it to me, it isn't because I'm his pet or any of this. I'm a
thorn in his side! He hates how I make him work. He has a lot of
work to do with me.
I get a good grade from him 'cause I've earned it, and he shows me
how to study, how to make it effective, he tells me what to do, he
breaks everything down to an elementary school level, and that's
probably where I stopped learning, basically. I can manage a restaurant,
I had to sign paychecks for people. Called in hours, all of that, but that
was self-education, that had nothing to do with school. You know, (in
this class) we go over everything, so I know, by taking 101 with him, if I
get jammed, he can come down to an elementary level and work me
back up. You know, show me what processes and steps I have to do,
'cause he knows me now. He knows me, and he accepts me for being
that. Where the other teacher doesn't know how to come down to an
elementary level or build a foundation. So she overlooks me, and tells
me, "It's okay, you'll get by". And I know I will get by, but I'm not
learning nothing. I'm going to just get by there.
So, I'm getting outside help, my girlfriend's father who is 80, I'm
gonna go see him this week. Do you know what I'm saying? 'What do
you mean you don't know?' I know what a subject and a verb is, I
never knew that to have a complete sentence you have to have a
subject and a verb. I never knew that, no one ever told me that, what
the heck is a verb? Who's the subject? (laughs) You know what I’m
saying. I'm 32, in college. I'm learning this. And this kills me, but I'm
very proud now because when my kids get to high school, at least, at
the very least, if I go nowhere with this education, when they come to
me and they say, "Mommy, what's this?" I can recognize a complete
sentence. I know what a subject and a verb is, so I'm grateful for what
I did learn, I do know how to type on that word processor. I can find
the body and I can conclude that. I can make a complete paragraph out
of something, I never could do that before this. So how much can one
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student absorb? Maybe that's why I'm not getting any more, because
I've got so much already.
I think that most of the students in the class already know this. Can
you see the difference in the students in his class and the students in
her class? The other students are . . well, all white, for one. The ones
that weren't dropped out. They couldn't speak English. And she
doesn't know how to come down to an elementary level to teach them,
that's why that happened. They needed the teaching that I need, the
only difference between them and I, in learning. I'll tell you the truth,
is that I spoke and wrote and understood English. So that's why I'm
absorbing and getting by. Them, Spanish kids, and myself - I'm at the
same level as them. It's very difficult for them, and not succeeding in
that class really blew their ego. So they had to drop out.
These teachers need to come down to a basic level of English, and
these teachers don't take to the foreign, you know, that's your problem
if you're Spanish, and it's not my problem, you know. 'Cause they
have to keep galloping with the theme, so they all fall out, and where
do they fall out to, back to the welfare system. Because this is what the
welfare system offers them, this level, this is not their level.
I felt bad for all those girls, they all flunked out. And this
government, they wonder where is the money going to, the financial
aid. Well, there it goes, you just pissed it away, because you didn't
educate them in the right way. You wanna help these people, well help
them at their level. Don't help them at your level. What you think.
Because, you know, like she (the teacher) thinks, you're not helping
me."
Rosa
Rosa is a 42 year-old woman who came from Puerto Rico in 1987.
She received her GED in Spanish in 1975 and began studying in the ESL
program at ECC in 1988. Rosa is married and has four children. She
and her family are very active in a local church. This is Rosa's first
semester in the college mainstream after completing the ESL program
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requirements. She talks about both her developmental classes; reading
and writing, and what it is like to be an ex-ESL student in the college
mainstream.

She also contrasts the reading instructor (male) with the

writing instructor (female).
"I came from Puerto Rico three years ago. I came to the college in
1988. My first semester was the best for me, because I improved my
English because the teachers that I had in my first semester, they was a
•

•

good teacher. The ESL. They teach me a lot. I came to the fourth level
(of ESL), fourth and fifth, and then to regular classes.
(In the mainstream classes) I'm surprised to the teachers, because
they are supposed to consider us like Spanish speaking people. But it's
more difficult for us, you know, if you talk to us so fast. I understand
everything, I understand English perfectly, and believe me I try to do
my best, but the thing I think is the teachers don't understand us.
Like when the teacher starts to give instructions and things like
that, they supposed to go easy, I know we came from ESL, we're
supposed to know everything about English, do you think? No.
Because the thing is. I'm here to learn. I’m here to learn. I didn't come
here to spend all the time in ESL, because I want to improve myself.
Like this morning, I didn't understand something. I called the teacher
and I said, "Can you explain me this?", and she answered me like "If
you got any problem, go to my office." I said, "I don't have any
problem, now. The problem is you because you don't understand me."
I was so mad. I get up and I get out of the room.
(The teacher interpreted this to mean) I didn't understand at all.
Like I don't understand English. I wish I can explain better, because.. .if
I do something wrong, if I write a sentence and she ask me for the
subject or the verb. If I don't write a verb, tell me where the verb is
supposed to go! What a verb is. She told us do this and do that, and
she didn't teach. You do what she says. If it's correct, it's fine. The
other day I went to the computers, to describe my job. I tried hard. I
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give it to her and she gave me a C-. She didn't help me at all in that
paragraph. She didn't help me at all.
(Interviewer - "Do you feel that she's helping other students?")
Yes, yes! That's why I'm so mad. That's the way I saw that writing
class. The other day at computers, she talked to everyone but me. I felt
like a "cucaracha en un baile de gallinas" (a cockroach at a chicken
dance). That's when all the chickens are watching the cockroach to see
who will eat her up. I felt so bad, so bad. And everybody was asking
me, "What's wrong, why do you look so sad?", and I said, "Oh,
nothing". But the people who know me well knew that something
was wrong.
She talks a lot about the instructions, but she didn’t teach what she
wants. Directions all the time. And you do something and she never
corrects it. Where is the mistake? Where can I do better? I don't like
the book, because it has the answers in the back. I get into the habit of
looking up the answers.
The thing is, I like the class. I like the writing class. Because I got a
lot of work in here, that I did myself. Like this (shows a paper). I've
been working hard in this. She ask for three pages, I give her three
pages. And I know I gotta do it again. She didn't correct the work. She
just look around and say "this is not the work that I want". All the
time. That's what she says. I gotta type it again, I gotta go over to
computers again. And I don’t even know what she wants. She told us
she wanted this work. And no one has finished this yet. And she
asked us for something else. And we got a pile of work that we're
supposed to correct and we don't know what she wants. Because we
are afraid to go to her office to ask her. (Even) a few English-speaking
people (are afraid).
I'm worried about my grades because last year (in ESL) I won the
scholarship; one hundred dollars because of my grades. I’m scared
because I took three ESL semesters and I got good grades. I might have
to withdraw from the writing class. Not because of my writing, but
because I’m going to have to be absent, because one of my children is
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having a lot of problems in school. I have a letter from the school
which says that I have a 9:00 appointment - so I have to be absent again,
and I've already been absent because I had to take him to the ear clinic.
She told me I already had two absences, and that I shouldn't be absent
anymore. When I go to class. I'm going to show her this paper, so she
can see it. She told me not to be absent anymore, so maybe I'll have to
withdraw.
In the (developmental) reading class, I like the teacher, he's so nice.
He hasn't said anything about (my) being absent. He’s really nice. He's
well-educated but. . .1 find that class sometimes so boring. I don't
understand the way he teaches. Like we read a story today, and all he
says is "I'm going to give you homework, read x page", and when we
get to the room, sometimes we discuss the story, but sometimes his
mind goes away to history class or something and he makes me
confused.
(Interviewer - What do you do when you get confused?)
I stay quiet. He gave me a test, and I did the first part, but the
second part I couldn't even do that. The second part, I didn’t write it. I
give it back to him. I don’t know why, 'cause I understood the
homework. Maybe the problem was that he gave a big test for a few
time. Because he use two books. In one test. Two different books. The
second part was four essays that were in the book, it was hard for me to
concentrate in English. When he gave me my test back in class, he said
I failed. But he talked to me in a nice way. He said "go to my office and
talk to me" in a nice way. I went to him and I even told him. I'm sorry.
I write something but I rip up the page and I threw it away. So he said,
"I know, but you need help. Come to my office." I didn't go because I
misunderstood to him, because I thought he told me that he was in his
office between 12:00 and 12:30. I'm gonna go I think next Thursday maybe this Thursday, yes.
And the reading teacher sometimes he ask "Do you understand?"
He's nice. He's a nice person and nice teacher. I don't have complaints
about him. I feel like I’m learning, but I'm not sure if I'm gonna stay
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in the class. I'm gonna stay in writing. She don't gonna give me a
hard time. I'm gonna give her a hard time because I'm gonna stay
there. If she want me to quit, she's wrong.
Somebody told me that these teachers, the regular class English,
they want Spanish-speaking people to go back to ESL. Somebody that
works here - she heard something about it. I don't want to go back to
ESL, I don't want to waste my money.
I don't have my book. I returned the book (for the reading class)
because I'm gonna withdraw from this class. One day when I sit in
front (of the class), it helped me with the first part of the test. If I sit in
the back, when I get bored I start to talk, and my mind goes away. But
in front, I give more attention to the teacher, more information.
When you get in class for the first time, for the first day, then you're
gonna be sitting there all the time. I feel strange because when I see
that the other students are younger, I feel sometimes worried and
strange. The first time I went to the writing class and I saw all the
English speaking people I said, "Oh, my God." (I thought) these people
knew everything. But I was wrong. I went to see the teacher the last
conference she got for us, the 15-minutes conference. I went there and
she told me that she was glad to have me in the class because my work
is much better than some English-speaking students. So now I feel
more confident.
And another thing that she is supposed to understand that in my
case I don't have nobody in my house to help me in my homework,
because right now my children are in the bilingual class. That's why I
feel sometimes sad because the teacher don't understand."

Yi Ling
Yi Ling is a twenty year-old student from Taiwan. She is in the
United States because her husband came to a local university to pursue
graduate studies. Yi Ling is a student in Chris's combined reading and
writing class. She talks about some of her experiences in ESL classes
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and contrasts them with those of the developmental class. She also
expresses some of the difficulties she has as a non-native English
speaker in mainstream classes at the community college.
"A lot of people couldn’t pronounce my name, they think the
pronunciation is difficult for them. So that’s okay to call me Jane or Yi
Ling.
(In Taiwan), we have English class from our junior high school. So
at least everybody takes three or six years English class in high school. I
have subjects in English because we have a difficult entrance
examination for entries of high school and the college. That’s a
requirement. You have to pass a test in order to get into college.
Most students feel that English is the difficult subject. It's difficult
because in one week we have four hours English class. In the English
class, we don’t speak English. We listen to the teacher's English and
then we try to imitate the sounds, and then we learn the grammar. So
he or she use the Chinese to explain the English grammar to us. We
only learn the patterns. When you see the sentence, you know what is
subject, what is verb, everything. But you have to make a link between
those. So it's hard.
I failed for three times in the entrance exam, and finally I said 'no
more!'. I don't want to try anymore. So I go to work. The first time I
graduated from high school and I couldn't pass the exam, I worked and
studied in an institution nights. Studied to prepare those
examinations. English is one of the subjects. We have at least five
subjects in examination in two days. English wasn't the problem. You
just have to memorize those grammar structures, vocabulary; that's
okay. Easy. So English in my country, in my learning during my school
year is not a big problem. After I go to work, I found English is
important.
During my job, I found English is important, so I go to the English
institution to (strengthen) my English ability; reading, conversations,
things like that. I don’t think that is difficult. A lot of Americans,
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English speakers, can teach English in the institution. Depends on the
background of theirs. So sometimes we meet good teachers, but
sometimes they can (only) speak English, nothing more! They use
their language to make money. A lot of money. It's very expensive.
For two months, you spend about $1,150.
Chinese is more. . .our learning attitude is different. I'm surprised
that in the (developmental) classroom, the American students can say,
'No, you're wrong!'. They can say that to the teacher. But in China,
the teacher is very.. .powerful. We seldom argue with our teacher.
I had ESL classes (in a local university). But this is the first time I
learn everything in English. Including business. (The students) don't
pay much attention in the class, I think. Also, the preparation for the
class is very much. I spend a lot of time in preparation, but the effort is
not very good. I'm not satisfied with my studies in my preparation.
For example, we read Maya Angelou. It's a pretty good experience; an
autobiography. But I can't hardly pay full concentration in the context
because I have a lot of vocabulary and all those idiom terms in the
books. It's difficult for me. I couldn't understand those things.
Actually, reading twice I can take some ideas from her writing, but I
always missing some. She use a lot of adjectives to describe the
situation, the environment. I couldn't catch those things. I enjoy
reading, I like reading a lot. But in reading English, obviously my
ability is not enough. (I spend) two or three hours preparing for class.
(The other students) just read it, and okay, they know it. But I read
once and I must go back to read twice. The second time will be more
clear, but it's not enough. I wish I could read in Chinese! I like to read.
I was surprised, when I was working, I found a lot of people didn't read
those books I read already in my junior high school. They didn't like
reading, I think.
(The developmental class) is not exactly what I expected. Most of
my experience in the ESL class back home is totally different. (In the
developmental class), the teacher assign a lot of homework to do.
You’ve got to prepare everything before you come to class. And the

84

class time is only fifty minutes. It’s not enough to give us everything.
Especially for me, I couldn't express my questions or opinions in
English very well. So I just be an audience.. .almost an audience, (it's)
harder to express my opinion in the class. They are very fast. I can
understand when they are talking, I can pick the ideas from the whole
thing, but. . .it's difficult to me to express my opinion. But in the ESL
class, more relaxed. Most of the people are foreign students, they speak
very slow, they think slowly in English, so it's different.
(In this class), I can't say something. I know vocabulary in my
mind, but I couldn't express! It's frustrating! (In the) group discussion,
some people think (one) way, some people think a different way - it's a
little confusing. But in the class discussion, Chris can bring everyone
to the topic she wants. She can bring everyone to the topic and then
remind the students, 'No. That’s not the way, go this way.' It's easier
(than small groups). 1 can take more from Chris’s speaking. But in a
group discussion, the same problem is there. I can be a listener and I
can say the single thing I knew from the book.
(The native English-speaking students) speak fast, they think fast!
It's much faster (than in Taiwan). It's a different experience for
learning English. Those are English speakers, they speak English at
least for 10 or 20 years! But for us the total speaking hours are very few.
If I am quiet, it is because I am not confident in speaking. I have an
accent. Heavy accent. Some words in English is difficult to pronounce,
and my tongue didn't follow my orders.
(What I like about the class is) my teacher told us how to read, how
to discover the central idea in the book, how to discover the things in
the book. But I think chat we can do more, more than that. I feel in the
class we always interrupt by students' questions which are not about
the class. It disturbs the class progress."
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Two Instructor Profiles
Max Collins
Max Collins is a 49 year- old native-English speaking male. This is
his third semester at ECC. Though his academic training is in English
literature, he is also involved in banking at this time. He is a part-time
instructor, and he usually teaches a developmental course every
semester. He is currently pursuing a doctoral degree. In this interview.
Max talks about what he perceives as the challenges of teaching
developmental English.
"I came into English through business. My undergraduate degree
was in English, and I finished that after nine years, 1971 I think. I went
back to graduate school in 1983 after having been involved in banking
and real estate. I'm still involved in banking. I started T.A.ing the first
semester I was at U.Mass as a graduate student, in the writing program
in the English department.
Virtually all freshman end up taking either English 111 or 112,; most
of them take 112 which is roughly our equivalent of 101. 098 is roughly
the equivalent of 111. But because U Mass draws from the top third of
graduating seniors in the state, the level is arguably slightly higher, at
least in the 111 versus 098 classes. I'm not so sure there's a great big
difference between the 101 and the 112 level. At least so far, my 101
students here have been very sharp, on the whole.

Ill is

developmental, and if you do have to take 111 it does not count toward
a degree, 112 counts toward a degree but 111 does not.
I had taught both the equivalents of 101 and 097 at U.Mass. I came
down here because I wanted some experience outside the writing
program up there. I was really just plain tired of teaching 111 and 112 at
U.Mass. I taught there for five years and I was really tired of it.
I know one full-time faculty member and several part-time faculty
at this school and I have for years because they went to school with me.
And one of them suggested that I just send in an application. So I did.
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And as it happens, somebody bailed out on them for a full time job, can
you imagine? And I got a call saying could I fill in. And I did and I've
been here since. This is my third semester here.
The first semester I was here, I taught 097 and 098. Shocking! The
thing is, the first time I taught 097,1, there were absolutely no
guidelines whatsoever for teaching a course like that, either 097 or 098,
I mean virtually nothing. As far as I could tell. As it turns out, there
are some guidelines for 098, but I didn't have them. I was hired so late
for the course that I had to take whatever remained of books they had
at the bookstore, and it turned out to be two little volumes of short
stories. Other people teach 097 as a fiction course, and it's actually what
I've been trained for years to teach, so I thought well, fine. I'll do that.
And it went fine, they enjoyed the stories, and I enjoyed teaching the
stories; I made them read a novel. The Great Gatsby, and at the end of
the course we all agreed that we had read a whole lot of short stories
and a novel, but in my opinion, they didn't learn a damn thing. Not a
thing. Much as I tried, at the end of that course, the idea of character
development and plot, the whole gestalt of reading fiction was basically
ill-developed, to say the least. They had no background in it, and I had
a great deal of trouble getting it into their heads. Now, I won’t say that
that's all the students’ fault; I'd never taught a developmental reading
course before and I had no idea how little they did know, and was
totally unprepared for anybody being as unprepared as they were. But I
also thought a lot about that course afterwards, and my conclusion was
that, teaching that course as primarily a course in reading fiction was a
terrible, terrible waste of the students' time. That most of the texts that
they will read, that they will be required to read, that they will have any
interest in reading in the next two years, and for some of them, the
next four years, are going to be textbooks. And those textbooks are not
going to be short stories, and they are not going to be novels, and they
are not going to be plays, and they are not going to be poetry. And while
I'm all in favor of them being exposed to that, that's what 102 does. It
shouldn't be done, I don’t think, in 097. Except to a limited extent. I
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will be giving them a couple of short stories this semester, simply
because I want them to see, among other things, a comparison between
how fiction, how imaginative writing works versus how expository
writing works, and so I'm gonna give them a couple of contextualized
short stories from the 19th century American area that they’re working
on now.
(As far as the students in developmental classes,) I don't have
enough background to discuss the genesis of their issues with school.
I'll go so far as to say that I think some of those students are not
particularly bright. But I'm constantly surprised at how bright some of
them really are. And how ill-developed they are for college-level
reading. Somewhere along the line, those students got turned off, or
they turned off to what was going on in the classroom. I don’t know
whether it was bad teaching, or their bad attitudes, or a combination, or
a way of presenting information to them that did it, but they simply
have no clue. They have no conceptual idea of how information is
organized, they have no idea of what to look for, they have no idea of
how to study, they don't know how to take notes, they don't know how
to pace themselves, they have no conception of the idea that
information is presented in an organized fashion, generally speaking.
Nor what that organization looks like, nor even when it's pointed out
to them, how to transfer that to other pieces of writing. There’s no
transference of skills. It’s not unlike my 101 class when I get students
who write down the rule for punctuating dependent word fragments
and don't punctuate it correctly in the sentence they're writing about
the rule, which says how to punctuate it, and I'm thinking, "Jesus,
these people make no connections whatsoever!" And that's a 101
student, bright students with 100 on the top of the page are
mispunctuating the sentence (smiles).
But these kids really can’t make connections. They just don't,
there's some sort of qualitative difference in the quality of their . . .
intellectual development is the best way I can put it. 102 students
aren’t really comparable because 102 is virtually totally fiction, poetry
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and drama, and that's a whole different approach to information; it's a
different kind of information, it's a different experience, it has a whole
different terminology and a whole different approach in most respects
to simply taking a chapter of a textbook and saying "read this." So that
the two really don't correspond very well in my view. But 102 students
as opposed to 097 students, generally are able to make some cognitive
leaps, some connective jumps, some shifts into, "Oh, if this works over
here, how does it work over here?" They can ask that kind of question.
My 097 students so far don’t ask that kind of question. (They ask)
"What does it mean? I don't get it. How do I get it?" I mean, it's not
that they don't want to know, I think it's just that there's . . .First of all,
I think a lot of these students, for whatever reason, think of
themselves as being kind of stupid.
They're not, a lot of them are far, far from stupid. I mean, they're
always a surprise to me. Gomez is one of the kids in the 097 class. He
got a 90 something on a preposition quiz. Surprised the hell out of me,
but he's been off to see me after class several times saying "I really want
to know what to do now about learning how to take notes", so I told
him what he might ask somebody to do at the learning assistance
center. He's really gung-ho. He's a smart kid. And he's agreeable, and
he works at this stuff.
There's something working against those students recognizing
themselves as intellectual people. And I'm not sure what the genesis
of it is. It could well be home as much as school; it could be their social
milieu as well as school as well as home. But, somewhere down the
line, these kids remained unconvinced that they had an intellectual
life, that intellectual wasn’t somehow a bad word, or that critical
thinking of a nature which is above "I don’t like it", or "You’re a jerk"
is worth doing. You know, the critical examination of a text, shall we
say, is a phrase that chills their very marrow.
They don't like talk like that, they don't like thought like that,
because they don't understand the work of that. And what I've tried to.
do all semester is to put this into some sort of real-life context. We're
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not reading this stuff just because I need to collect my 1200 dollars a
semester teaching it to you, you need to learn this stuff because my
experience outside of the classroom tells me that until you've learned
to read like this, you're going to be behind in whatever field you
pursue, whether it be going on in school or becoming a salesman with
an area to trade in, so that you're going to have to either learn how to
convince people of something, or learn how to read what's presented
to you in a way that will allow you to make the best use of it. And that,
until you learn how to do it, you're losing something that you need.
And I try to present everything I present to them as having some sort
of tie into the now, the real, the useful, the utilitarian.
The era that we're reading about was very much involved with the
notion of getting one's own at the expense of anybody who gets in your
way. It's an era that I've put some time into studying because it
explains a great deal about who we are as a nation, about the geist of
America in the 70s, '80s, and perhaps '90s. There's a great deal of
explaining power in the history and the literature of this period, and
not just fiction, but of the essays and the intellectual work that was
being done; it's change, it's pragmatism, this whole era of when the
United States became an industrial power. Which we’re gradually
shifting out of, but anyway, it explains a lot of things. Plus the fact that
it gives them, one of the reasons that I did this is that I think altogether
too often, for kids like this, they get a lot of information all through
school that has no context. I mean, what the hell does what the
Egyptians did three thousand years ago have to do with anything they
know anything about, unless somebody makes an effort to connect
what happened in Egypt three or four thousand years ago with what's
going on in the world?
This allows me to present a variety of different kinds of texts, essays,
or for instance, the introduction to the text, and all of the outside essays
that I'm bringing in, plus some fiction; it gives it some kind of context
in which they can read it, and that context in the American realist
period I can tie into the American 1980s-'90s. Literature is conceived in
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an historical period by people who are influenced by their history. It
seems to me that it helps them to think about things if they have some
kind of connection to it, if there’s some sort of intellectual
connectedness to real life experience. And I've got a lot of poor kids in
that class. I've got kids in that class who can look at, as they’re driving
to school, people going by in their Mercedes Benzes and ask
themselves, "now what the hell, how come it is that I've got neighbors
who are barely making it on welfare, and they're willing to work, and
they don't have any transportation to it, and if they had transportation
to it, there's no day care for their kids so they can't take it anyway?".
You know, that there's some kind of connection there. And I don't
have a political agenda about this, but it seems to me that, among other
things, that 097 level kids and 098 level kids tend, and it's certainly not
a universal, tend to be poorer and tend not to have the kinds of
backgrounds that would lead one to just love reading, oh, John Irving
as opposed to something that you can get from a little mystery
(history?) book. I don’t know, it's hard, but it just seems to me that it's
worthwhile, and this is only the second time I've taught 097, to
contextualize it (in) all kinds of ways; from giving them an essay,
Schlesinger's essay on the city, and I will be giving them something on
the tenement, and something on the Ku Klux Klan, which is slightly
later in this period, but which reflects on the period. And then I'm
going to give them Hirsch's conclusion in his book on cultural
literacy. Why are you learning this stuff? Here's why you're learning
this stuff, and here's why I'm sticking you into a period of American
history, because this is some of the background that you need culturally.
You know, I can't do everything. I can do the Romantics, but I think the
Romantics are a little hard sledding for an 097 class, but this is
something they should have.
Well, I think it's the hardest thing I've ever taught. I think teaching
097 and 098 is the hardest thing I've ever had to try and teach. Bar
none. I mean, it's cruel. I would much rather teach an entire course on
Emerson and have three weeks to prepare it. And if you've ever read
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any Emerson, you know that that's like madness, but it's just so hard to
figure out how to engage those students, and not to patronize them on
the one hand and not to give them things they can't do on the other
hand. I try to (be funny) in class; I think that what I'm doing is serious,
and when I think that they're not getting that, I try to make it clear to
them that I'm very serious about this. But on the other hand, I don't
want them to feel tight and intimidated in the classroom. I want them
to be loose, even a little loopy if necessary, because the alternative is a
bunch of zombies. These kids, somewhere along the line, obviously
didn't get what is available to them in high school, and I'm convinced
this was available to them in high school. They just didn't get it,
whether they chose not to get it or whatever conspired, they didn't get
it, and the more rigid they become, the less available they are to me.
I'm like that in all my classes, 'cause I really don't like that kind of rigid
atmosphere which says "I’m the teacher, you're the students, shut up
and listen.". You know, I want them engaged in what we're reading.
I'm open to them making really silly mistakes so that we can laugh a
little bit about it and correct it and see why the mistake was made. It's
marginally successful, 'cause they're very reluctant to talk. Even when
it's as relatively loose as it is, they're reluctant to talk. They're
reluctant, reluctant. They view all of this with a great deal of
misgiving, and a great deal of reluctance, and a great deal of resistance.
There's a lot of resistance in that classroom . . .to everything we're
doing. I think, possibly, part of it is that it's scary.
I would say for 95% of them, it's their first experience in college,
and somebody's told them already, rightfully so, that they’re going to
have to take a developmental course, rightfully so. And most of them
know that that's reasonable. Most of them have an understanding of
their own weaknesses. But there's a lot of resistance to changing what
they do, or in fact don't do. Now, what exactly that resistance is, I don't
know. It would be interesting to find out what are the experiences, or
thought processes, or what combinations of thought processes and
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experiences form this reluctance, this resistance to changing the way
they approach reading.
It's just the idea that there's something, there's some lack there. As
I say, one of the ways to characterize it, but I'm not sure that it explains
it in any way, is to note that they don't make connections well, they
don't transfer a skill learned in this area to this area easily. There's no
easy flow of intellect, there’s no play there, and that suggests to me a
certain intellectual rigidity that they've never been taught to play with
knowledge. And that they take it so seriously that it intimidates them,
or turns them off, or their expectations around what it means to think
about things seems to me to be .. .different. And I don't care to
characterize what I think past saying different. And it seems to me that
one way or another, those issues, if addressed well, if looked at
carefully, would lead to better teaching in the 098-097 level. Because
they're very hard students, I find, very hard students to approach. 098
is gonna be even worse for me in terms of drop out rates. Just
appalling, appalling. They don't keep up with the work, they don’t do
the work, and then they fall behind, and then they start getting bad
grades and then they drop out. It's a terrible pattern and it requires
more time than I have to chase them down and sit on their backs and
make them write the stuff. In 098 it's immensely frustrating. It
happens all semester. 097 students, in my two experiences so far, seem
to stick better than the 098 students.
One of the things is that 098 is very nit-picky. I expect them to have
subject and verb agreements and use commas correctly and spell
correctly. These are sort of basic. It's like learning irregular verbs in
Spanish; you've got to do it, but everybody hates it, and they really hate
it so they start bailing out. There isn't anything quite like that in 097.
The reason I'm giving them grammar in 097 is that most of them are
gonna take 098, or are taking 098, and a lot of 098 teachers won't give
them that, and that's wrong. It's just plain wrong. They need it, and
they need it formally, they need the rules. Even if they don't learn how
to apply them right away, they need to know that they know how to.
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and besides, they’ll be writing in class - 097 requires some writing, as it
damn well should. To make that connection, it's one of the ways to
make connections. You have to write about it, you have to put this
into words, you have to be able to tell me something about what you’re
reading.
It makes no sense to 'em at all to separate these (reading and
writing) courses.

If you need to take both, you should have two

semesters, or two hours. If it's not a year long, it should be two hours
or it should meet twice a day. And you should just have the same
teacher and go with it, so that you've got a series of texts that you're
working with and a series of writing assignments based on those texts
that you’re working with, and quizzes like essay exams, multiple
choice exams based on it so that they start to understand how you
approach this material and study it and blah, blah blah.
I can’t understand how somebody who needs 097 is allowed to
register for any 100 level course. They don’t know how to read a
textbook. What are they doing reading textbooks? I mean, there's
something wrong with the philosophy that says you need to take 097,
but you can also take Sociology 101 or whatever. What?? Wait a
minute! In a sense, you're setting them up to fail. You're telling them
on one hand that they don't know how to read well, and on the other
hand that they can go out and read this textbook. And struggle with it.
And struggle they do. They have no way of approaching those texts.
They don’t know what to do with them. As I say, the standard 098, 097
approach to reading a text is to pull out a yellow highlighter and
underline everything in it. And then go back and try and study
everything in it because that's what they've underlined, there's no
discrimination whatever. Which is why the first thing I gave them
was that SQ3R. I mean, it may not be the world’s best system, but it's
an approach, it break down the traditional way they have of
approaching a text. It refuses to let them just start underlining, (and
gets them) reading for meaning from the get go.
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The problem is, one of the problems with 097 is using a textbook.
Which textbook are we going to use? Which is why I got what I got
What am I gonna do, have 'em all buy a nursing textbook? All buy
accounting textbooks? All buy a geology textbook or a geography
textbook? What am I gonna have them buy? So in that sense, also, 097
is a problem. It would be okay if we could have, say, take three
different students and have them xerox a chapter, but then that means
xeroxing a chapter of a textbook twenty times three times, so that's 60.
And by the time you've done that, you've run into some serious
xeroxing. And then there gets to be the question of timeliness - what
do you xerox, the last chapter in the textbook? Or the first one? And by
the time you've gotten that handed out, they're through with it and
they've already done it wrong, so I prefer to give them the system and
try and explain it to them, and then have them apply it to the text
they’re reading."
Chris Tyler
Chris Tyler is a 39-year old native English-speaking female. She has
been at ECC for 2 years, and has taught ESL as well as English courses.
Her background is in English literature. She is a full-time instructor,
and this semester she is teaching a combined reading and writing (097
and 098) developmental sequence. She talks about her background, her
relationships with students, and her intentions for the combined class.
"My background has nothing to do, it seems, with this particular
area (developmental). I have a Master's degree in English and my
thesis was a sociolinguistic project, with vocabulary concerning the
work of women. It was a history of vocabulary of synonyms with
women, and how they changed. So I had to do a lot of studying in
Medieval literature and the history of England. So I have a background
in English literature, and some background in American literature.
I've done some doctoral work from which I'm now on a prolonged
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leave of absence. At the same time I was starting my doctoral program
I started teaching part time here. That was two years ago.
In terms of the mainstream, I started in 1988 I guess, and I had been
teaching here the year before that through continuing ed. I started
teaching English 101, which is Freshman composition, which I had
taught when I was getting my Master's degree and taught at U. Mass, as
a T.A. I have absolutely had no background in developmental or ESL.
In the fall of 1988,1 was working in the learning center as a professional
tutor, and I was working with ESL students in the lab. One teacher had
to leave her class in the middle of the semester, and it was one of those
situations where I just happened to be in the right place at the right
time, and I stepped into teaching ESL when the other teacher got a new
job. She had seen me work with some of the ESL students and I
suppose was impressed with the sort of rapport that I had developed.
I grew up in Texas, so I grew up with Hispanics in my classroom. In
fact, I would go home with these kids who lived on farms and pick
cotton with them. This was in Houston, before it was a huge city. So
the population here in Englewood was very familiar to me. Certainly
problems were created as I grew up and went into my teens, there was a
real division among the Anglos and the Hispanics; real ethnic, racial
problems.
Then my family moved to Connecticut when I was 13 because my
father was an executive in New York City. I went to a college that did
not have many Hispanics. I went to Oklahoma State University; it did
have a lot of Asians, American Indians, Blacks. I lived in a dorm that
was for out-of-state students, so typically a lot of minority students
lived in the dorm because it was the cheapest. My education has really
been sort of mainstream English, American literature with my own
personal reading by Latin writers and Black writers .. but I guess,
getting back to teaching, I try to equalize myself with a students. For
instance, one student was reading very slowly, dealing with new
vocabulary. And I let her know. I'm a slow reader, too. 'Cause I am. I
have had to find techniques to approach reading, and so I try to let the
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students know that I've had my own (stumbling blocks to education). I
guess that's what this teacher noticed when she asked me to take over
her ESL class.
So I took over this ESL class about four weeks into the semester. It
was a small class, which surprised me; I'm used to classes of 25
students. It had five or six. And I was confused by the text that she was
using, it was a process text and she used the process writing, but I really
just did what I do in writing classes except I really scaled it down. I
guess they were writing paragraphs at the point, and I used to have
them work on revisions. I don't think it was great, I think if I were to
give myself a grade, I would give myself a C+ for all the, just the
variables. I was stepping into someone's class that I had never taught.
I had never taught ESL students, not that that seemed to be a problem,
it's just teaching so scaled down. In fact, when I first started teaching
through continuing ed., I had initially just wanted to teach the English
101 and above. I don’t wanna teach English 097 or 098 developmental
because I don't know what I'd do. And here I was teaching something
even prior to that.
It was a learning experience, and I actually enjoyed it, though I'm
not quite sure why! I was starting my doctorate work that semester and
I was taking a Restoration Poetry of all things, and I remember sitting,
listening, and it was after teaching this particular ESL class where we
were just trying to make verbs agree with subjects. And here I was. I’d
sit in this (doctoral) class trying to abstract meaning from a stupid
image we spent 45 minutes on, and it just seemed so elite, so
ridiculous. When I was struggling so hard with this other class. That
work seemed much more relevant than what I was doing at night.
That was the first point that I thought, I don't know if I should be
doing this kind of doctoral work.
(After teaching that course) I went right into the 093 ESL writing
course. I had a class of twenty students, and it frightened me because
there were all these students who were not speaking English, and I was
really overwhelmed. (But) that class was great. It was just one of those
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things where you just kind of decide you're gonna do it, and I did it. I
really enjoyed that class a lot. I really had a lot of fun. The students
were very responsive. I just felt like we worked together very well.
What I tended to notice about that was I felt the work in the class was
so much more strenuous than the work in 101. I was having to deal
with diverse levels of capability. I felt like a cheerleader, I just had to
keep things going on three or four different levels, and that I would be
exhausted.
My first experience with developmental came after an ESL planning
meeting; I think there was a developmental section for ESL. I wanted
to take the developmental class, I wanted to deal with the ESL students,
and I felt like I had a sort of a notion of what their background here had
been. Just out of an interest, I decided to do the developmental writing
(class) at that point. That was a year ago. It was 098, the writing, which
met three days a week. There were probably more ESL students in that
(class) than there were native speakers. It was a very small class, and
that was helpful, I guess.
The class went okay, but I never felt really comfortable. First of all,
it was the first time I taught 098, and I never felt as if I had enough
time. I always feel that with these classes. I went in the first day
prepared to use the book, and after the first day I decided that this book
was going to be worthless. So that was another problem. It was too easy.
I guess some of the teachers here just simply had students begin with
paragraph writing, and I just realized that it seemed too artificial, and
that they really need to be writing essays from the beginning. So I used
it the best I could, there were some chapters about essays.
It was very difficult because the developmental student, not the
ESL (student), with the developmental student you've got a whole
other ball game going on. You have students who are timid, are
frightened, they may have a learning disability, or the learning
disability may be marginal; couple that with just boredom. So I mean
the developmental student in itself is difficult. This is a generalization,
but basically they just kind of sit there waiting to be fed. They seem
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tired, they seem bored. Yet at the same time they can be very defensive.
I had one student who was in that particular class who, if I gave her
positive feedback, she didn't believe it. If I gave her what I guess you'd
call negative feedback, "you need to work on this in your writing", she
would just get terribly upset and almost go into a depression. That's
not for all students, but the self-esteem is so delicate. Yet at the same
time, many of them are streetwise, they're working, they've probably
been working all through high school, and in some ways they're very
goal-oriented, and very bright, it's just a question of believing in
yourself. So I guess all this leads up the fact that you have that kind of
a student, and then you have the ESL.
I had this one student who was not only defensive, she was
offensive as well.

For instance, one of the Puerto Rican women

apparently smoked, and when they worked in a group together she
would say to the woman, "Do you smoke?" And the student said
"yes", and she said, "I know, I can smell it!" And you know, it's this
kind of rudeness. She offended people. There did seem, maybe
because of this defensiveness of some of the developmental students,
that there's more opportunity for discrimination, "there's someone
that I'm better than, because I'm white", because they're so impatient
and restless on some level, that some ESL students are timid about
speaking. I find that I have to really calm myself in my own
impatience, 'cause I want that student to just SAY it, and I see the other
students, particularly the native speakers, rolling their eyes or that kind
of thing.

It's not so much what they're saying as much as, "come on,

get it out!". It's just one of those little things that I'm worried about.
I did the 092, which was a five-day-a-week 098, and that went much
better. They were older students, and I think maybe that's helpful.
Also, (the fact that) we met five days a week, I had a textbook that I
enjoyed, and I was doing more groupwork. I did some groupwork in
the 098, and I had a student who was a native speaker come to me and
she felt that she was the teacher in the group. She felt that some ESL
students weren't doing their work, or that they were very timid about
99

initiating ideas. I said, "Well, then maybe you should be the instructor,
take some initiative." She was a B student, I didn't have any students
that got A's, and I asked her just to be patient, and that as far as I could
see, she could help me. She seemed to sort of light up. I don't know if
that was a good solution or not.
I think that the difficulty with some of the ESL (students), and it
seems to happen with them more than with the native speakers, is
their particular goals about their work, their homework, and their
attendance. I'm always having to kind of adjust my agenda, but I don't
think it's because they're just sloughing off in class. I think of one
woman in my 092 who's anemic. Her husband had a kidney ailment,
and she would literally be in the computer room with her head on her
hand, and her husband would bring in food sometimes during the
class. There just seemed to be a lot going on in their lives that
prevented them from getting here, from doing their work. Even more
so for ESL students than developmental students.
What I do in my 101, the paper has to be due this day, you have
seven absences or you're out, blah, blah, blah. (In developmental) it's
just ridiculous to do that, I try to set that up and I get into real conflict
with myself, what am I promoting here? So, I let it slide. I'm still
dealing with some of those questions.
The purpose (of developmental English) is to simply get them ready
for 101. The assumption is that in 101 students have had some
knowledge of writing an essay, that, whether they know it or not, they
have some grasp of grammar skills, just fundamental, basic skills. That
they're able to read at a college level, and I think the developmental
courses are for those students what would probably walk into a 101
class and just not know what to do with an essay. Basically, my 098
runs the same way as my 101, except I don't assign as many essays, and
when we do work I'm there with them, taking them through the steps
of the essays and showing them what I want; the assignments aren't as
complicated. (The developmental class) is a place for them to do what I
do in my class, and I don't think that many other English 098 people do
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this, they do a library assignment. They do a documented essay, and
my purpose is to get them through the steps of writing an essay, get
them through the steps of doing research, so that if they come out
writing a C paper, then I feel they're ready for 101. Most students going
into 101,1 would guess, would write a C paper.
Part of the developmental courses, too, is just to teach them what
the college classroom is about. It's still not going to be someone's
History 101. There is more groupwork, but I think that community
colleges are beginning to move toward learning community ideas. I
think that's what I'm trying to do in the 098 and the 097, is that they
work together more, as students they learn, they walk out of there with
certain skills that they can take to any class. And, like my 101, that they
rely less on the teacher, but more on themselves in terms of how to
approach an essay, or how to approach reading.
(This semester) I have the same students in 097, which is the
reading, and the same students in 098. They will get to know each
other better, and they will have a common base in terms of their
reading, because we all will have read the same things. The writing,
indirectly, will pertain to what we've read in the reading class. When
we read a narrative of personal experience in essay form, and also in an
autobiographical form by Maya Angelou, the students will also be
writing a narrative. In the next essay, when they write about personal
experience, they're beginning to break it down. Or when they’re
reading a sort of historical, autobiography, it's got footnotes and these
kinds of things, basically about slavery. But there are also essays in the
textbook where the writers are organizing and analyzing their
experience. It's not just a story, but they're drawing some meaning out
of their life experience. Last semester when I had the 092, all my
students were taking 097, but they were doing more reading in my class
it seemed than they were doing in their reading class. They were
reading how to read rather than just reading. And it was very
distressing to me.
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So, all the students in the 097 will be the same students in the 098.
There will be much more groupwork. There will be readings in groups
as well as discussions. They will answer comprehension questions as a
group, which will prepare them for a quiz. I also will have a journal,
this is my new hot idea for reading and writing, and this works very
well for the ESL students. I had one Korean student and, the way I set
it up, I was able to see where he was having problems really
understanding some of the nuances of some of the stories because of
this different culture and attitudes.
I will be doing the journal with them. It's helpful to them when
another student's talking and they see me writing, it’s an example for
them, "I don’t just write down what the teacher said.” It should also
give them some ideas in terms of writing papers.
The main textbook is this a cross of reading and writing. It’s geared
toward cultural diversity. A lot of the essays have to do with people
coming to this country and their experiences. So there’s writing from
Hispanics, writing from Asians, writing from Russian Jews, and there’s
also one from someone who lives up in Maine. The assignments deal
with the issues of culture. (We will also be reading) Maya Angelou and
the Narrative of a Slave Girl. I chose them in a particular way for this
class because they're not White Anglos. The Life of a Slave Girl is
really an historical document, so part of that was so that they would
actually read a history book as a textbook. I'm using Jonathan Kozol's
Rachel's Children which is about homeless families. I really chose that
as another piece of the American experience that's happening right
now, but it's also a sociology text, so I wanted them to read textbooks.
It's a text that they use in a sociology class here. The goal is to read
different kinds of writers that students may be able to identify with."
Comments
Clearly, being involved in developmental education, whether as a
teacher or a student, is complicated and difficult. Teachers must work
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hard to effectively serve their students. Students must work hard to
understand what is expected of them and, for some, to try to make up
for a lifetime of being shortchanged in the educational system of the
United States. Instructors may have no preparation for teaching these
classes. There are many factors that can affect success in the
developmental classroom.
Teachers often have preconceptions about their students, and some
of these preconceptions are seen in the interviews. They can influence
students' performance. Max Collins mentioned some of his
expectations, such as "some of them are not particularly bright" and
'There is some sort of qualitative difference in the quality of their
intellectual development". Max also assumes that students are taking
a developmental reading class because 'they don't know how to read a
textbook'. Though he is interested in his students and wants to help
them, these expectations may affect students' performance. He also
believes that the drop out rate for one of his classes will be high, and
this may have an effect on the number of students who actually do
complete the course.
If the instructor believes that students can read difficult material
with some help, the students may have a better chance of getting
through that material. Chris chose some difficult reading material for
her students, but she chose different kinds of writers that students
could 'identify with'. Her orientation was to build from students'
background knowledge in order to discuss the "American experience".
Max chose material such as Hirsch's "Cultural Literacy" in order to give
students the 'background you need culturally', and he chose a book
about an era that 'explains a great deal about who we are as a nation'. It
may be difficult for some students to. identify with this book if they
haven't grown up in this society or have recently arrived from a
different nation.
Students often do come to the developmental class with some
characteristics that put them at high risk for educational failure, and
teachers recognize this, but interpret this situation in different ways.
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Max believes that students didn't 'get what was available to them in
high school'.

Yet students relate experiences that show that many

things were not available to them, starting as early as elementary
school. Mary Ann talks about developmental classes as the ’dum¬
dum’ classes that she has become used to over the years. As she says, "I
was never college material." Mary Ann noticed who was always in the
lower classes in her experience - "Black kids, welfare kids, Puerto Rican
kids and me, all in the same class." She notices that her
developmental classes seem to be the same way at college, yet she has
confidence in the value of these classes. She has very clear expectations
about being in low-level classes and the students that are usually in
those classes. She sees education (having 'a degree in something') as
the way to get away from the stigma of welfare.
Rosa talks about how people perceive non-native speakers of
English. She describes how lonely an ex-ESL student can feel in a
'mainstream' classroom. She expresses frustration with a teaching style
that doesn't tell her 'where the mistakes are'.

Rosa is worried because

she has to be absent often to attend to her son's medical problems, and
she realizes that this may cause her to withdraw from college. She is
also worried because she was a good student in ESL, but now her grades
have gone down. She sometimes gets confused in class, and so she
'stays quiet7.
Yi Ling underestimates her own ability in English and talks about
how she feels more capable of being 'an audience' than an active
participant. As she says, "If I am quiet, it is because I am not confident
in speaking." She has trouble understanding new vocabulary and
'idiom terms' which are often used in mainstream classes.
As we can see from the interviews, the students are all very
different. They all have different reasons for needing guidance from
their instructors, but they all need guidance. They are not already
accustomed to being in the developmental English classroom and they
need some time and opportunities to get into the Discourse.
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Behaviors in the classroom may be misinterpreted by both
instructor and students. Students may get confused when an instructor
doesn't correct a paper in a way that is familiar to them. They may feel
that the instructor is giving them "a hard time", while the instructor
feels that the student isn't taking enough responsibility. Instructors
who assume that their classroom norms are "normal" or obvious
often have students who are accustomed to very different norms.
Unfamiliar interactional patterns and primary Discourses can cause
confusion for all concerned. Some teachers want and need guidance
when teaching developmental classes, but they may not get any. They
end up "learning by doing", and they find out what works as they go
along, often at the expense of their self-esteem and that of their
students. Some instructors may be unaware of ways to offer students
opportunities to participate in the class.
The instructors who are profiled in this chapter come from different
orientations, but both express a desire to help their students. Max tells
how he began to teach these courses with 'absolutely no guidelines',
and how he had trouble getting the material 'into their heads'.
Underlying this comment may be a 'transmission model' of education
which maintains that the teacher's job is one of 'putting7 the
knowledge into students' heads, rather than letting them become coconstructors of this knowledge. Yet he doesn't want his students to be
passive in class.

Chris talks about 'wanting7 to teach a developmental

class in order to be able to deal with ex-ESL students. Chris realized
right away that the book she had planned to use with these students
was 'too easy7. She immediately saw that students were capable of
more than 'paragraph writing7, and she modified the class to fit the
students. Max believes that students need grammar rules, and that
even if this 'nitpicky7 grammar means that students will 'drop out7, he
must teach students the rules they need. Also, though both Chris and
Max see the need for their students to use textbook readings rather than
pure fiction, they both approach this in different ways. Both professors
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see teaching developmental as a challenge, but they seem to carry
different expectations and attitudes with them. They also express a
desire to connect the classroom to 'real life'. However, a teacher's
perception of 'real life' may be different from that of a student's, and a
student may not be able to relate to 'American society' as his or her
own.
Chris and Max both agree that there should not be separate classes
for developmental reading and writing. Many teachers of
developmental at ECC agree with this, but the separate classes are still
offered.
Developmental classes at ECC are made up of teachers who really
want to teach and students who really want to learn. However, these
two sides don't always connect. There are constraints imposed upon
the 'helping' aspect of teaching. Teachers wonder if students 'need
their hands held or their butts kicked'. Students wonder why teachers
aren't 'teaching' them. The participants have raised many issues in
their profiles, and some very clear themes have emerged that show
why these connections are not made. These themes will now be
discussed in Chapter 6.
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CHAPTER 6
THEMES IDENTIFIED BY PARTICIPANTS
In Chapter Five, participants talked about how they became
involved in developmental English and shared their views on many
aspects of developmental. Through the interviews, salient themes
emerged that will now be analyzed to examine their affect on student
participation.

From the participants' words in Chapter Five, we see

that students want to learn and teachers want to help their students
learn. However, these intentions may not be enough to guarantee
participation or success in the classroom.

Teachers and students may

misunderstand each other because of mismatch between Discourses.
Each participant in this study has his or her own voice, and through
their words, we can see that these voices may not be heard. There are
problems and solutions to be found in the interactions of teachers and
students in the developmental English classroom.
There are difficulties and breakdowns in communication between
students and faculty. Some faculty members consider English 097 and
098 to be ’undesirable’ classes because they have certain expectations
about 'developmental students'. Others who want to teach these classes
but feel unprepared. Still others feel that they are doing the best they
can, and they feel that they are achieving positive results. Students
sometimes feel that their teachers are not doing all they can to help
them learn. This chapter will discuss some of the problems and issues
associated with developmental classes in an effort to pinpoint times
when communication or interaction breaks down and times when
interaction is facilitated in the developmental English classroom.
In this chapter, we will look at some of these problems and
solutions as they arise in interviews and classroom interaction.
Excerpts from many interviews, including but not limited to those
found in Chapter 5, will be used to give a broad, triangulated view of
these themes in an effort to understand what is happening in the
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classroom. This includes information given by instructors and
students involved in developmental English at ECC.

The comments

are typical of some problem areas that are encountered in the teaching
of developmental, and they are not meant to be representative of the
entire English faculty or student body.
Teacher Expectations
Teachers begin every semester with certain expectations. (For a
discussion of the effects of teacher expectations, see Nieto, 1992:29.)
These expectations can influence teacher-student interactions. Though
some teachers would go as far as to say that "some of them aren’t
particularly bright" and "they don't do their work", most teachers,
even if they are expecting a class full of 'underprepared' students, do
not underestimate the potential in each individual student.

Professor

Riley said that he enjoyed teaching developmental English 'when the
students want to be there’, but that he has certain misgivings about the
classes. They are:
"A. Many (students) don't care to be there.
B. Many don't read the material.
C. Some don't care at all.
D. Attendance is erratic.
E. Some (students) don't bring a book.
F. Quizzes and tests seems to be meaningless
to some
G. Some have no sense of responsibility."
According to this professor, who has been teaching developmental
English 'off and on for ten years', these characteristics are typical more
of developmental than of other classes. Some of the misgivings listed
by this teacher are procedural - attending class and bringing the book.
During this study, it was observed that some students are often absent
and others don't have the required textbooks. Other misgivings in
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Professor Riley's class are about the students themselves, such as
having ’no sense of responsibility’ or not caring ’at all’. Through
observations, it is clear that the procedural problems do occur, and they
can be very frustrating for instructors. Teachers are frustrated by
students who are often absent and who don't seem to care about their
classes. However, it is difficult to know if a student is not participating
because he or she 'doesn't care', or if the student doesn't care because he
or she doesn’t understand how to participate. While some students
may not care at all about the class, and this may depend on the
Discourse criteria for evaluating these 'uncaring7 characteristics, others
who manifest ’negative’ behavior may have different reasons for their
apparent lack of dedication to the class. As Professor Riley stated,
quizzes and tests can be meaningless to some students, and there can be
many reasons for this. The responsibility of making tests meaningful
depends on the instructor and the student.
In this study, it was observed that students sometimes do not
understand what is going on in the class. Instructors often know when
a student is not understanding the material. At one point in the
semester, one professor stated that "If I asked any one of (the non¬
native speakers) if they knew what was really going on in the class,
they’d say ’no’." (He didn’t ask.)

This teacher was convinced that the

students were not experiencing success in his class, yet he did not know
what to do about it, so he did nothing. The expectation was that the
students themselves would do something about it.
Another professor expressed concern over three NNS who ’seem to
understand me, but I don’t know if they're getting the reading'.
Instructors do find themselves in situations where the feel that
students are not 'getting' the material of the class.

In a case like this,

professors either leave the responsibility of ’getting it’ to the student,
or they look for ways to facilitate the engagement of these students.
This often depends on the instructor's expectations of 'student
responsibility7. It may be 'up to the student' to ask for help. When
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instructors realize that the NNS in the class are not understanding,
they often do not know what to do about it. Some feel more anxious
asking a non-native speaker if they understand because they don't want
to 'single them out'.
Because more and more non-native English speakers are counseled
or required to enter developmental classes, they are becoming more
heterogeneous.

At ECC, there are an increasing number of instructors

who prefer the diversity of students typically found in developmental
classrooms. Teachers who have success with developmental classes
often speak highly of their students, and have high expectations of
them. As one professor stated:
"I began teaching developmental because it
was a way of reducing the number of
students (I had to teach). I really like the
students much more than in a regular
section of 101, primarily because in 101 a
large number of students are what I would
call apathetic, and I don’t find that in
developmental. They know they’re weak,
and therefore they don’t just slough off.
They know they can’t get by. A large number
of 101 students feel that they can get by, and
here’s another course they can get by in."
This same reason for choosing developmental classes, reducing
their total number of students, was echoed by other teachers. Some of
these teachers decided that they wanted to continue teaching
developmental.

Instructors who enjoy developmental teaching are

often successful at it. It is still difficult and challenging for them, but
they seem to find ways to reach the students, engage them, and
encourage their participation. They believe in and respect their
students, and they are apprenticers rather than gatekeepers. They don't
subject their students to constant 'tests', such as requiring perfect
standard English. These instructors help students on many different
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levels, treating them as individuals instead of one great,
developmental entity. They often check for comprehension, and they
use verbal strategies that are comprehensible to students. Some
teachers, like Chris, try to 'equalize' themselves with their students and
engage in an 'apprenticeship' relationship with them. Examples of
apprenticing interactions are found in Chapter Seven.
Student Expectations
Studies often discuss teacher expectations, but students also have
expectations of college and of devlopmental classes. These expectations
are often based on their previous educational experiences (a
continuation of what they know) or on the value that society places on
education ('a way to get off welfare', or the only way to get 'a good job').
When students are assigned to an "O-level", non-credit developmental
course, they have varying expectations of that course and why they
were placed there.

Some students were surprised that they didn’t do

well on the college placement test. ("It was the first test I’ve ever taken.
I left there feeling really good, I thought it was easy. Then when I came
back, I found out my score!") Some thought they had been prepared for
"college-level English" in high school; one student had even been in
upper-level English in her high school. Some students, like Penny,
were angry, and that can affect how they start the semester: "At first, I
was mad, and I was taking it out on this class. I have to stay here a long
time, I can’t be out in two years."
Over the years, some students have internalized the idea that they
are not "college material". Now that they are in college, they find
themselves in a developmental English class which is a continuation
of the status they have had throughout their educational history.
Though being assigned a developmental course may be a
disappointment, it comes as no surprise to them. Many students who
never had any college prep classes in high school simply expected to
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continue in the same lower-level classes that they'd always taken.
They may now feel that they are in "special ed", or the "dum-dum
class", and have very low expectations of what they will get and what
they must give. They often figure out the minimum amount of work
needed to pass such a course and do just that Other students trust that
the college has set them on the path of true academic improvement,
and they believe that they are getting what they need to be successful
students in 101 ("I was embarrassed. .. but it serves its purpose and it's
very good").
At ECC, developmental classes carry no academic credit. This is
sometimes told to students during registration or preregistration, but
students often don't understand this until sometime during the
semester. The lack of credit for these courses can affect motivation. A
non-native English speaker described how she saw the affects of this in
her developmental class:
"I think most of (the other students in the
class) are more relaxed, they think 'anyway,
this is a non-credit class', they don't pay
much attention. They say 'that's stupid’, this
is a non-credit class', and just get into the
class and get into the 101. They sometimes
think it's stupid, 'why should I take this
class?'
Somehow, they feel it's kind of wasting
time. Six hours, plus the semester, and they
get nothing. They think they get nothing.
Anyway, I think I have something. It should
be give(n) some credit for it. At least you can
have some discount! You spend six hours
and get nothing, they sometimes feel
frustrated."

Some students do not put a lot of importance into the credit issue.
These are often older students with clear goals. And some students
were bothered by the lack of credit at the beginning of the semester, but
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the quality of the teaching /learning relationship superseded the credit
issue. Giselle, a student in Chris's class, gave her opinion on this issue:
"There's no credit. It's disappointing. I felt
like I was wasting part of my semester on
something that's never going to count. But
the more I do it now, I feel a lot more
comfortable in going into English 101. I'm
not afraid of it, and I feel like I've got
something like a refresher behind me.
A lot of people say, 'why do you push for a
good grade, it's not even gonna count, who
cares if you get a good grade?’ Some of the
kids mentioned it, and I thought of it, too.
Why do I push so hard. . I’m pushing for a
high grade, and it's not even gonna count,
but it counts for me.
Why am I pushing, you know, who
cares? If I get a C, I’m still going to pass and
go on to 101. But I still do it.”

The issue of credit affects some students, but not others. The effect
of not getting credit on student motivation and student expectations of
developmental classes is an area for further research.
Student Preparation in English
Instructors at ECC often discuss student 'unpreparedness'.
According to some teachers, students enter developmental English
because 'they can't read or write'. Teachers say that this is what makes
their jobs so difficult. Some teachers believe that students did not take
advantage of learning opportunities in high school. Others see that
their students had very few opportunities to learn what is needed to
succeed in the college.
At ECC, all new students entering the college mainstream take a
placement test to determine which English class they will enter.
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Students who do not receive a high enough score are placed in
developmental reading and/or writing. After completion of one or
more developmental English classes, students may enter English 101.
The assumption is that a student is ready for 101 after taking a
developmental class, even if that student receives a D as a final grade.
Students enter developmental English with varying levels of
academic preparation and many different reasons for this inconsistent
preparation. The students who participated in this study have either
graduated from public or private ('parochial') high school in the United
States or another place, or have a GED. Some of the participants
entered ECC directly from high school; others took a year off between
high school and college so that they could work. Still others have been
away from school for as much as 18 years while they raised their
children. Some ex-ESL students actually know more about English
grammar than native speakers who have never studied grammar.
This great variety of students is all found within the developmental
classroom.
’1 didn't have this in high school" is a statement that recurred in
this study, usually spoken by students who felt that teachers were
reviewing material that the students had never seen. Some instructors
teach as if they were reviewing what some students have already had,
or what they think the students should already know. It isn't clear
what should students already know before they can successfully
participate in a developmental course. As Max Collins said, "I'm
convinced this was available to them in high school." However,
students recall wasted years of schooling, with no college preparation.
As Mary Anne stated,

. .the biggest mistake of the teacher is to think

that they are going over what (the students) have already learned.
They haven't learned it!" Also, it cannot be assumed that students
with GEDs have had the same exposure to 'basics' as those students
who have completed high school. Students may underestimate their
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own potential because they equate their lack of knowledge of grammar
with a lack of intelligence or ability to learn.
Mark, a native English-speaker in Max's class, talks about the
kind of preparation he received in public school:
"The grammar that I'm learning now, I
never learned any of it in high school. In
high school, I was always in the lower level
classes, ’cause I got stuck like that back in
grammar school and they just sort of keep
you like that, so you sort of fall behind. They
evaluated me and they said I had a real high
IQ, and I was smart and bright and all that
stuff, but it didn't really matter 'cause I was
taking the lower classes and I was so far
behind the other kids. I'd try and do their
work, and I couldn't do it 'cause I was so far
behind.
I don't like it. I kinda wish I never got
stuck in that, now. (If I'd) stayed in the
normal level classes all the way up. I'm sure
I'd be a lot better off now."
Mark was obviously not "prepared" to have any kind of success in
the academic world. The fact that he is in college is a testament to his
survival skills. Mark stated that although he was "smart and bright", it
"didn't really matter". One wonders then, what does matter in the
educational system? Mark's educational history shows that it wasn't
only a command of grammar that he didn't get. He was not
apprenticed into the kind of behavior that is valued in higher
education in the United States.

He never had the opportunity to

acquire the set of skills that is needed in the academic Discourse valued
at ECC, and he feels inadequate. Mark is at a disadvantage in an
educational system that values Discourse practices that he didn't get.
In college, he may very well find himself in a developmental course
with some students who are already familiar with some of these skills.

115

Several student participants talked of the unhappy surprise they
received when they were told that they needed to take a developmental
English class. Some said they had received good marks in high school
English. One student even talked about being in honors classes in high
school. Another student's mother is an English teacher. These
students appear to have had the 'necessary' preparation for success in
English classes, but they did not get through the 'gate' of the English
placement exam.
One thing that is certain about the developmental English class is
that the students are not a homogeneous group in terms of their
preparation for college. Those that have just graduated from high
school are accustomed to being in an academic environment, but they
still must learn the Discourse of college.

Those who have taken 10 to

20 years off from school feel different from the younger students and
'out of synch' with academia. Those who come from ESL are often
anxious about being in their first non-ESL English class. The students
may feel that they don't have very much in common, but the
instructor may feel that the students all have the same level of
preparation, ability and interest. Some instructors feel that it is better to
'treat everybody equally7, again because they don't want to single
anybody out. As one professor said:
"(the students) are here now at a certain point in
time, and regardless of where you were before.. .the
task at hand is for me to help you learn something. .
. I mean. I'm interested in my students' lives in the
sense that I am interested if they are a single mother
with three kids, they've got different demands than
someone else. But in another way, I really don't
care where they, I try not to think about where
people come from, physically, where they come
from psychologically, 'cause I know so much of that,
people's lives have been, especially the community
college here, even students who end up in 101,
they've been tracked their whole life, even the
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native speaker who went to a local high school, put
some kind of program that is tied to their social
class."

This professor has learned a lot about where his students come
from, and is familiar with many of the characteristics of his students.
He tries to find a balance between knowing about his students and not
knowing too much. Many of the characteristics he describes are part of
the lives of the native English-speaking students, such as the
disadvantages they face in society.

The teacher knows that many of his

students have been 'tracked' their whole lives, and he is not satisfied
with the organization of developmental English classes which may
continue this 'tracking7.
Developmental students are at a disadvantage if their English is
compared with that of students who have grown up in homes where
standard English was the norm (Christensen, 1990). According to
Christensen, the rules about language, among other things, are used to
legitimate a social system that often devalues students' knowledge and
language. Because they have no power, if they fail, it is due to lack of
effort or intelligence. This applies to non-native English speakers as
well as non-standard English speakers. Yet this also goes beyond
language.
According to Rose (1990: 142), students also need to be 'let into the
academic club'. Students who already know all of the rules that are
valued in academic Discourse probably do not need a developmental
English course. Those who are in developmental need, as Chris Tyler
said in Chapter Five, someone who can 'teach them what the college
classroom is about7. Non-native English speakers may be familiar with
an academic Discourse that is different from that which is valued in
United States community colleges. Becoming familiar with the
Discourse involves instructors apprenticing students to the academic
Discourse needed to be successful in English 101, which includes more
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than good English grammar. For example, many of these students lack
the ability to 'critically examine a texF, as Max Collins said. But why
should they have this ability if their position in society makes it a
worthless skill? Also, the middle-class North American idea of 'critical
examination' may not be valued in other cultures. The 'critical
examination of a text' in the North American tradition is the kind of
exercise that has value in academic Discourse - but may not have had
any value or place in a student's life before he or she came into the
classroom.

Rose (1990:188) says that many of the skills which are

valued in college classrooms have traditionally only been developed in
an elite. Students who are not members of the elite, or even of the
middle class, have had little opportunity to develop these valued skills
before entering the developmental English classroom. They have
missed out on the apprenticeship to the Discourse because of factors
such as their place in society.
What are the consequences of not being familiar with the
Discourse?

One incident that happened during the middle of the

second semester illustrates this. After attending one class several
times, it was clear to me that three ex-ESL students in the class were not
'getting' what most of the class was getting. It was clear to the
researcher because I sat in the back of the classroom, where the non¬
native speakers sat, and I observed them during class discussions when
they would turn to each other and say things like, " De que trata eso?"
(What is that about?), or "Y si uno no entiende?"(And if one doesn't
understand?) in the direction of the teacher. I saw off-task behaviors
such as not following in the book while a passage was being explained.
These students, though they often tried, were not 'getting it7, and it was
painfully obvious to me. I decided to ask the teacher how these three
students were doing. The teacher replied, 'They don't ask questions,
they don't come to see me, they don't say they don't understand. All I
can assume is that the/re doing okay. From all indications, they're
doing alright in the class."
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This is an example of Discourse mismatch. The students were not
understanding in the class, but they were not exhibiting the behavior
that would help the instructor to see that they were not getting it.

On

several occasions during the class, another student who is a balanced
bilingual would get up and go over to the other non-native English
speakers. He would ask them in Spanish, "Tu entiendes eso?" and try
to apprentice the other students himself. He saw that they were not
'getting it', but even his intervention was not enough to keep the exESL students from withdrawing from the class.
In a developmental English classroom, there are both native and
non-native English speakers. There is often a question as to whether
the non-native English speakers belong in these courses, or if they
would be better off going back to an ESL class. This perception is not lost
on some ESL students. In another developmental class, a teacher wrote
a note to a NNS suggesting that she get help from an ESL tutor.
Though this was done with good intentions, I wondered how the
student, who had not attended the ESL program at ECC, felt about it. As
Rosa said in her interview, 'They want us to go back to ESL". Though
this perception wasn't necessarily true, the student felt that it was. At
the beginning of the semester, she asked the class to 'take it easy7 with
the non-native English-speaking students since English wasn't their
native language. Some students responded positively to her plea, and
others didn't know what to make of it. Some students feel that NNS
shouldn't get special consideration because that would give them an
advantage over the rest of the students. Others feel that if one's English
is not 'good enough', then they shouldn't be in the developmental
class, but an ESL class.
Through the course of this study, it seemed that at times, the
intellectual ability of a student was measured by his or her ability to
communicate in good, standard English. Therefore, students who have
not mastered the language are sometimes seen as lacking in
intelligence. We need to remember that some students are perfectly
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capable of taking 'college-level' sociology classes in their native
language, but have more difficulty when they take the same class in
English. This is probably true of many speakers of more than one
language.
Teacher Preparation
There is no lack of literature describing the "developmental" or
"underprepared" student. It is true that many students entering college
have not been adequately "prepared" to do the reading and writing that
is expected of them in college. This underpreparedness has often been
cited as the major reason why students fail in college. Once again, the
burden of succeeding or failing is placed with the student. By focusing
solely on the student, we lose sight of another facet of this issue that
can also contribute to success or failure - that of faculty preparation.
What kind of preparation is provided for or needed by instructors of
developmental classes? Are ESL students failing in the mainstream
because they have not been "prepared", or are teachers who are
unprepared for the students also responsible for failure?
In order to arrive at some answers to these questions, eight English
instructors who are or have been involved in teaching developmental
English were surveyed. All of instructors have taught English 097
(Reading) and/or English 098 (Writing). The faculty members
surveyed were full-time and part-time instructors, and they have been
teaching developmental classes for anywhere from three to twelve
years. One of the questions in the survey was "How were you prepared
professionally for teaching developmental English?" Out of the eight,
all of the professors told me that they had not been prepared to teach
developmental classes. Some of them saw that as problematic, but
others did not. Most of them said that they had difficulty the first time
that they taught a developmental class, but that they had 'learned by
doing7, and that they felt that they were currently doing a good job. As
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one professor said, "I wasn't prepared to teach writing at all. I studied
lit for eight years, and I never even took Freshman Comp., so I had
never seen it taught. I didn't know what the course was, or what
people did there. (I've had no education courses.) Not one in my
entire life, a fact of which I am very proud, obviously. I share a
prejudice that some people have about Schools of Education. I think I
have learned by doing. I have a great love of the subject matter and a
great love for students and I want to communicate one thing to the
other. So I learned how to do it on my own." This teacher has been
very successful, and it may be attributed to the fact that this teacher
respects her students and builds trust with them.
Another professor, however, did find his lack of training
problematic. As he stated, "I wasn't (prepared). At community
colleges, we're hired because we have MAs and Ph.Ds in a particular
discipline. Our training is at a fairly sophisticated level of coursework
in the field. It's within a department of a college or a university, so
we're specialists. But you cannot find courses within most
departments that tell you , A) how to teach anything at all, or B)
particularly how to teach remedial courses, because essentially they're
not in the business of teaching their graduate students how to teach a
remedial course. The result is people who are well-trained in a given
discipline who never expected to be teaching an "O-level" course and
don't know how."
Certainly, not all of the English faculty at ECC fall into this category.
However, the teacher who said this did feel unprepared, and he felt
that this lack of preparation was a problem. At one point in the
semester, he said, "Nobody ever taught me how to teach this. I don't
know what the hell I'm doing!" This is a factor that can affect the
relationship between teachers and their students.
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Teacher-Student Relationships
The relationship between a teacher and his or her students can affect
student participation and engagement in class. Rose (1990) and Nieto
(1992) discuss how teaching and learning styles can affect studentteacher relationships. A teacher who follows the transmission model
of education may try to 'get things into their heads'. Teachers who
believe in the importance of interaction, scaffolding and socially
constructing meaning may involve their students more and have
more discussion in their classes.
The student informants in this study expressed a need for teachers
who can not only tell them what to do and where they should be, but
how to get there as well. Students show their desire for apprenticing
relationships with their instructors.

As Rosa said, in Chapter Five,

"She talks a lot about the instructions, but she (doesn't) teach what she
wants." and "She told us (to) do this and do that, (but) she didn't
teach." How should a teacher 'teach'? Mary Ann talks about her most
effective teacher as being able to "come down to an elementary level
and work me back up. You know, show me what processes and steps I
have to do." And Mary Anne's least effective teacher "overlooks me
and tells me, 'It's okay, you'll get by.' And I know I will get by , but I'm
not learning nothing. She doesn't know how to come down to an
elementary level or build a foundation."
Teachers and students are on different academic levels. Ellen is
taking developmental English because of difficulties cause by her
dyslexia. She is a native speaker of English, but she calls dyslexia her
first language and English her second. She has also taken Freshmanlevel courses, and describes one difficult experience:
"The only course I did not pass, and it was because I
wasn't ready for it; the understanding and the
language barrier between me and the professor. He
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was on graduate-level stuff and it was an
Introduction to Psychology course, and it was like,
I'm introductory and he's off!"
Studies talk about how teachers might teach 'above the heads of the
class' (See Tomlinson, 1989; Fine, 1991). This can be a problem for
students who need to be introduced not only to the content of the
discipline, but the Discourse practices that are valued in the class.
Some teachers follow the traditional, lecture 'chalk and talk' style of
college teaching because anything more than this would be excessive
'hand holding'. Some stay with the lecture format because they aren't
sure what else to do. As one professor said, "I hate group work. I'm so
bad at it." Because of this perceived difficulty, there was no group work
for the entire semester. Many student informants expressed
dissatisfaction with lecture-style teaching. Cheryl, a student in Chris's
combined class, talked about the differences between Chris's class and
her other classes with other instructors:
"(My psychology teacher) doesn't tell you
anything . . .and then she'll expect you to know
everything. She doesn’t really go over what we're
doing, but she just expects you to learn it anyway.
She's not teaching us anything, really. (Chris's
class is) more that you talk to the kids. Class
participation, class discussion, stuff like that.
Whereas (in) my other classes it's more the teacher
talking and you answer her questions one by one.
Nobody talks, nobody. But in Chris's class,
everybody knows what's going on, everybody
knows and anybody can just say what they want to
say, which I think is good. You can always be
corrected by even the person next to you, instead of
just the teacher."

Diane, a student in Max’s class, brought up a different teacher
during her interview. She seemed satisfied with her progress in Max's
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class, but really wanted to talk about another teacher's style that she
was having problems with. It seems that the teacher was staying with
some very traditional methods - and having very mixed results.
"He doesn't tell you what the definitions are, you
have to look them up - which is fine, but when I
look them up and write them down on a test,
they're still wrong, they're still not complete. I
wish he would write it all out and I'll study from it
and learn from it. But to find it on my own, and I
need to correct it besides that? That's too hard.
Now he's tried everything to try to get the kids to
understand him, and I don't know if he's been in
English too long, like 30 years, and it has changed a
lot since then. You try to restrict it for kids
nowadays, and they don't take that, they just give it
right back, 'cause I’ve seen it. You can tell he's
frustrated, (and) sometimes I want to talk to him,
but I don't know if I should.
He takes (English) seriously, it is his life, but he
kinda uses that role model for all the kids in there.
Which is fine if they have a major in English, or if
they want to write or be a writer. But just to get
through it, to get in English 101, he makes it too
important, you have to know every little bit of it.
(English is important), but you can't convince
them, there' just no way you can do it. I think he
doesn't try really to help you on your own. And
you do the best that you can.
He's very strict, and the kids nowadays are so
much different. I don't know why, but if you get
after them, you yell at them, you try to make them
understand something, they're so independent. As
time goes on, it's only gonna get worse. Because
most mothers are working because they can't afford
to stay home. So the kids grow up faster, they do
become more independent, and they do tend,
probably, to fight back. Which makes it even
tougher for the teacher, 'cause some have to be a
role model mother or father, because they're not
there. And sometimes the teacher misunderstands,
he can't hear that well, so he'll say something and a
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lot of the kids, they get frustrated. When he tries to
push a point across, I notice the kids just retaliate.
They take it as ’you're yelling at me, you're
threatening me', so they do it back. I can see it
building up, and then when it builds up, it
explodes. Then it dies down, then it goes up again,
then it explodes. I see this a lot in that class."

Diane describes in detail the antagonistic relationship between
students and instructor. She believes that the teacher wants to do his
best, and that the students want to learn, but the teaching and learning
styles seem to clash. Diane obviously feels a certain amount of anxiety
just by being a member of this class. She describes a class in which there
don't seem to be many opportunities for students to enter the Discourse
that the teacher knows so well. However, she enjoys her other classes
in which she feels that she can function well in the teacher/student
relationship.
Mark also talked about a class that he did not like. According to the
student, it wasn't a difficult class, but the relationship between the
teacher and the students was strained:
"It's frustrating. The work isn't that hard, but the
guy, what he has you do is he loads a bunch of
homework on you, all these things you have to do.
And you have to have them all done. And so, he
calls on you. And if you get one wrong, he seems
to think you're not prepared. He says, 'well, you
can't be prepared, you don't have it, you don't have
it right." He goes like, you're fumbling around
with your answer. So, if you think you got it
wrong, and you just all of a sudden quick change
your answer, he sort of thinks you didn't do it, and
"WELL, you're not prepared." And you did all this
homework. Sometimes he'll let you continue, and
sometimes he'll just take your name off and all the
credit that he's given so far for that class.
We all do pretty okay in that class, gradewise, but
we all can't stand it. It sort of motivates us not to
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do our work if you can't stand the class. Like, why
bother be prepared if the guy's only gonna ridicule
you or something. If you get something wrong and
you ask for help, he doesn't explain it to you. He
spends much more time telling you how you
should of got it right, instead of telling you what
you did wrong, which I can't stand. And for the
first two weeks of school, he made us feel real
stupid, 'cause it's not really a college course, it's sort
of preparing us for a college course. And he spends
SO much time saying how our education has gone
downhill, and how we're so far behind the other
people like the Japanese and how our SAT scores
are so low, and how we should already know this
stuff. And then he says, "Oh, well, it's not really
YOUR fault, it's the education's fault, the system's
fault." And then he gets back on our case about it,
so we kinda just go 'Alright, pal, go ahead.' Ya
know?"
Mark felt motivated not to do his work in the class he described. He
was being penalized for his educational history when he was 'always in
the lower classes'. His self esteem was low when he started college, and
the class he describes above shows how this one class was making him
feel even worse. He was frustrated because he felt that he was
constantly being criticized, rather than helped, by the teacher in
question. Several students in this study were under the impression
that they were 'not really in college' because they were taking
developmental courses.
Mary Anne talked about the need for teachers to 'come down to a
level' that the students can understand. (It is interesting how students
feel that a teacher needs to come 'down' to their level!) She understood
her responsibility in the class, and she articulated the responsibility of
the instructor:
"If I don't get to 101 then these classes were not
taught in the manner to get me there, because I was
there every day, I don't miss any days, I don't screw
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around, and if I don't learn? Well, then there's
something definitely wrong. That's how I
personally feel. And I would bring that up, 'cause if
I don't pass, then the shit will hit the fan. Because
now I wanna know why. And if you're not capable
of teaching me, then find a teacher that will.
Because I'm not stupid, and I share a lot with
everybody, so that's successful. So I think I'll get to
101. And you know, that's gonna be a whole
'nother game."

One of the ways 'capable' teachers help get their students 'to 101' is
through T\and holding'.

"Hand. Holding"
" Well, I think it's the hardest thing I've ever taught. . .1
mean, it's cruel. . .it's just so hard to figure out how to
engage those students, and not to patronize them on the
one hand and not to give them things they can't do on the
other hand."
This quote by a professor who teaches developmental English at ECC
shows the frustration that many faculty members feel. Teaching
developmental has a reputation for being challenging, often because
teachers know what their students will need to be successful in
mainstream society of the United States, but do not want to 'spoonfeed'
or patronize their students. They feel they need to find a balance
between teaching and liand holding7.
In response to this challenge, much of the English faculty at ECC has
become very interested in the area of developmental education, and
they attend workshops and meet often to discuss ways to improve the
developmental English classes that are taught at ECC. They have
formed committees to study this area, and it is not unusual to hear
English professors conferring in the halls discussing their
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developmental courses. Though most of the teachers have not
received any formal training specific to developmental education,
many of these professors have 'learned by doing' and they have finetuned their expertise in developmental English. They continually
educate themselves on how best to serve the population of
'developmental students' at ECC.
Many teachers see developmental education as a challenge. During
this study, faculty members have described developmental students as
bright and motivated, but more often as 'tired', 'bored', less motivated'
than 101 students, 'disaffected', or 'reluctant7.

These are students with

'problems', and ex-ESL students have been described as 'a real problem'
because they can be difficult to reach.

As one faculty member describes

developmental students:
'Their problems are not only academic, they're
sociological and psychological. And sometimes it's
difficult to know when they need support and when
they need to have that support kicked out from
under them. And you make mistakes. My push is
usually to get them to be as independent as you can
as fast as you can. And while I am sympathetic to
their need, I don't want to pander to that need. So I
will push".
This is a recurrent theme in this study. Because the students in
developmental are considered 'at risk', or unprepared for college,
teachers realize that they need extra support. They are not teaching 101;
they are preparing students for 101 and other college classes. This
preparation takes many forms. Those teachers who teach both 098 or
097 and 101 were asked how their developmental classes were different
from their 101 classes. They responded in different ways.
"Mine (is different) mostly (in) rhythm, tempo,
pacing. I mean, I talk about the same things ... in
098 and 101... 098 is, in some ways, a more
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superficial treatment. I don't speak as many words,
I don't assign as much reading, I don't assign as
much writing. I use the same process of revision,
drafts, feedback from peers, feedback from me, oneto-one conferences, use the writing lab. In many
ways, it's kind of like a mini-101."
Chris, as we saw in Chapter Five, organizes her developmental
class in much the same way, giving students 'what they need' for 101
without 'lowering standards':
"Basically, my 098 runs the same way as my 101,
except I don't assign as many essays, and when we
do work. I'm there with them, taking them
through the steps of the essays and showing them
what I want; the assignments aren't as complicated.
It is a place for them to do what I do in my class,
and I don't think that many other English 098
people do this, they do a library assignment. They
do a documented essay, and my purpose is to get
them through the steps of writing an essay, get
them through the steps of doing research, so that if
they come out writing a C paper, then I feel they're
ready for 101. .. Part of the developmental courses,
too, is just to teach them what the college
classroom is all about."
Another teacher described her developmental English class as a
'kindergarten version' of 101. One difference between 097 or 098 and
101 seems to be the amount of l\and holding' that goes on.

Hand

holding takes many shapes. One faculty member gave the following
example. "In 101,1 may use on word or give one synonym. In 098,1
often say the same thing three or four times, three or four different
ways. And draw more pictures on the board, that kind of thing." This
shows how teachers define the hand holding that goes on in their
developmental classes. As Chris says, this involves teaching students
what the college classroom is all about. She does not assume that
students are already familiar with the culture or Discourse that is
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valued in the class, and she spends time explaining the behavior that is
valued and the artifacts that measure that value. There are examples
of this in Chapter Seven.
Not all teachers share Chris's idea of what developmental classes
involve. Some expect students to know what behavior is valued
because of the fact that they are now in college. As one professor said to
his class on the first day, "It's time to get at the business of being college
students." Though the teacher has his idea as to the 'business of being
college students', the students are not always clear as to what this
involves.

Teachers believe that they need to motivate their students.

Some feel that they need to behave as if this is a 'college class' and that
they must enforce lugh standards' in the classroom. Instructors see the
need for extra Tiand holding' in developmental classes, but too much
of this can be a negative thing. Consider the following comment by a
member of the English department:
"I don't think there's anything wrong with what
people would think of as hand holding. I mean, it's
a problem if you never let go. but I often, in my
mind, classify students into two categories: those
who need their hands held and those who need
their asses kicked, and I try to figure out who needs
their hand held and who needs their ass kicked.
And if they need a boot, I give 'em a boot, and if
they need to be held, I hold 'em. And sometimes I
make the wrong judgment."
Another member of the department agrees that there should be
some hand holding in these classes, but that there should be a limit on
how much. "I think there's a lot of hand-holding in this class, and
there's gotta be, but there's gotta be some of the other, you've gotta
kinda put balance, so they know what it takes for college. They want
things sort of spelled out for them." It's a difficult situation for
instructors. There seems to be general agreement within the faculty
that developmental students need more 'hand holding7 than
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'mainstream' students, but there is general confusion over just how
much 'hand holding' is enough and effective. There is also confusion
about 'what it takes for college'.
'What it Takes for College'
According to faculty informants, the purpose of developmental
English is to prepare students to be successful in English 101 (though
some faculty members think that this is too narrow a purpose).

They

are aware of what their students must know in order to complete the
required 101 course. One important part of what students must learn
in these courses is standard English grammar. Standard grammar, so
important to English teachers, is a goal more easily reached by some
students than others. Many of the students in 097 and 098 have been
put there because their non-standard or non-native English was not
good enough to pass a test that measures standard English proficiency.
Some instructors pay more attention to content than grammar, and
they accept non-standard English usage in their classrooms. Others feel
that a good command of standard English is essential, and that they are
not doing their job if they don't require it of their students. Students
talk of teachers who will not accept papers if the papers contain any
grammar or spelling mistakes.

Faculty find themselves in another

difficult position. The command of standard English grammar is
important, but that importance must be weighed in terms of other
factors.
"Some of them are so far off the mark, it's difficult
to demand (a command of standard English). Well,
you can't demand fluent standard English, (but) on
the other hand, you can't grade as though that
weren't the acceptable level. What do you do with a
paper that is written badly? It's not acceptable in
terms of grammar or in terms of good sense. "
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What is the relationship between 'grammar' and 'good sense?
Some faculty members fear that their students won't 'make sense' if
they don't use standard grammar. As Max said in Chapter Five, "The
reason I'm giving them grammar is that most of them are taking 098
and a lot of 098 teachers won't give them that, and that's wrong. It's
just plain wrong. They need it, and they need it formally, they need the
rules." Another professor stated that his students made grammar
errors and had "problems with verbs, the verb endings, the tenses,
maybe subject pronouns left out sometimes", but that "I show the
student what it is and I don't really worry about it."The emphasis that a
developmental course has on standard English grammar depends on
the teacher. Though there are common objectives for the courses,
"how people get there is very different. . .you could get stuff from sort
of workbook sentence combining through beginning 098 with the
whole essay." What is stressed in one section of 098 may not be stressed
in another. Standard English grammar is one component of 'what
students need for college', and students who don't have a command of
standard English grammar may be at a disadvantage in the classroom.
Other things which are 'needed for college' include the elements of
Discourse - not only saying things in the valued way, but doing and
valuing in the 'right' way. Students who have internalized these
elements of Discourse usually end up in 101. Those who are not need
to be apprenticed to the Discourse in the developmental classroom.
Gee believes that students will benefit more from being apprenticed in
social situations, rather than being given a lot of rules which may not
make any sense to those who are not members of the Discourse.
The Quiet Student
A concern that teachers often brought up in the course of this study
was that of the 'quiet student7. Teachers often felt frustrated because
they had a difficult time getting some of their students, especially non132

native speakers, to speak in class. They sincerely want their students to
participate, but they often felt that they had tried everything and it
wasn't working. Students also talked about why they didn't participate
orally. Here, some of the students tell how they feel about talking in
class.
In Chapter Five, Yi Ling talked about how hard it was for her to
participate orally in class - that she preferred to be 'an audience', and
how her tongue sometimes didn't 'follow her orders'. In the classes
that were observed for this study, many of the non-native English
speakers were hesitant to speak in class, especially if they were not
English dominant. However, not only non-native speakers are 'quiet'
in class. Some native English-speakers were very quiet students.
Instructors throughout this study sometimes expressed frustration
with quiet students who do not talk in class, and they felt more
comfortable and satisfied with talkative, verbal students.

A verbal

student may be considered "bright" or "on the ball", while a quiet
student might be "losti'or 'reluctant'. Some teachers don't know why
their students are so quiet.

They are unsure as to what they can do to

facilitate the participation of these "quiet" students. It is often a
question of language, but it can be more than that.
Most teachers would say that there is nothing inherently wrong
with a student being quiet, but most teachers want to find ways to help
their students participate actively. Given the frustrations that emerge
in developmental classes, being quiet can be a liability. As Max Collins
said, these students are "reluctant to speak". This can be carried to the
extreme, when a student is considered not only reluctant to speak, but
reluctant in general. It can be very frustrating to have non-verbal
students, or unresponsive students. It can also be very frustrating to be
a student and to feel compelled to stay quiet.
Oral participation is important in many classes, as is evidenced by
the following excerpt from a syllabus of one developmental class:
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"Please note that you cannot get above a C in this
class unless you actively participate. Active
participation means both being prepared and
joining in class discussion."
That excerpt comes from the syllabus of a class that was observed for
this study. One of the NNS students in that class spoke for the first
time three months after the class began. The other non-native
speakers had withdrawn by then. It was a class that was characterized
more by lecture than discussion.
The following excerpts from interviews show both student and
teacher perspectives on oral participation. Quiet students know that
they are quiet, and they know that there may be consequences because
of this. Some non-native English-speakers are quiet but don't
necessarily want to be. Some teachers interpret silence as non¬
participation or an indication that these students are not willing to "do
their part". Other teachers see that silence does not mean that a
student doesn't know what's going on and they try to find ways to
validate the student's non-verbal participation, as well as encourage
speaking.
Chenh, a Cambodian student in Max Collins' class, was a lively,
funny and verbal student in his advanced ESL speaking and listening
class at ECC. He talks about a difference between ESL and "regular
classes":
"In ESL class, everybody speaking English
have a special accent. And when you go into
the regular class, most of them speaking
English with American accent, and you are
speaking English with another accent, like an
Asian accent. And the teacher say they
couldn't understand. When he gotta try to
concentrate when you say it, you just feel
sorry for yourself. Instead, (in ESL) everybody
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all the same way, accent. That's why I don't
speak very much in the class. I spoke a lot in
ESL. I speak a lot at home, at work."
Chenh felt self-conscious about being the only student in the
English class with an Asian accent, and there were times when he was
asked to repeat what he said. His embarrassment came from being the
only student in the class with a heavy accent. He became quieter as the
semester wore on, and he finally withdrew after suffering an accident
at work.
Lucas, a student from Eastern Europe, expressed frustration at not
being understood. He felt anger when asked to repeat - though he
always appeared calm in class. As Lucas says:
"The most difficult (thing is) I think
participating in class. I don't like to. I mean,
sometimes people don't understand what
I'm saying. That makes me mad 'cause I
don't like to repeat things. I don't like to
(repeat). Some people hear that you have an
accent and they just treat you ... different.
Different people act differently. They say
"What? What's that?" Or they just turn
away. I'd like to punch them in the face."

Iris talks about participating in class and it is obvious that there is a
conflict about why she doesn't talk in class. In fact. Iris never spoke in
class from September fourth to December fourth. She began to
participate orally the day after the following interview took place.
"(In the 097 class) I have to do the
homework, read . . .participate in class, which
actually I don't do. I don't know why, but I
don't feel like talking. Sometimes he asks
me, and I know the answer but I don't
actually want to answer. He asked me
something I knew but I didn't want to
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answer. I don't know (why). I'm not really
shy. . .1 don't have any idea why I don't talk.
(The teacher probably thinks) I didn't study."
In her developmental English class. Iris was silent and knew that it
could have negative repercussions for her. However, the class followed
a lecture format and had no groupwork. Her oral participation
depended on her confidence in speaking to the entire class. She didn't
try that until the end of the semester.
Instructors are often at a loss as to how to get a student to speak.
This can be especially true when the student is a non-native English
speaker. Teachers feel that they may be "putting the student on the
spot" if they ask him or her a question. Because many teachers have
very little experience with non-native speakers, they will allow the
student to stay silent for the entire semester. Other teachers will try
different techniques designed to get a quiet student to speak. Dan
Remington has taught English at ECC for seven years.
"I don't necessarily know if the students
that I think of as ESL have come through our
ESL program. They have, perhaps, what I
would think of as Hispanic or foreign
surname and a foreign accent. (They)
typically don't volunteer questions; if they
volunteer anything, it’s an answer. I would
guess out of fear. Fear of being wrong, fear of
sounding wrong. Being perceived as dumb. I
mean just not having the knowledge that the
other people in the class have and the
instructor assumes students have. It's the
language. It's an issue of language where an
ESL student, for example, her writing may
demonstrate that she understands what's
going on in the class, and yet in class
discussion, she won't offer something even
though she's got it. When I see the writing,
either concurrently or subsequently, it shows
an understanding that leads me to believe
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that at that point in time at which it was
being discussed, she had some
understanding.
I try calling on the person, not zinging
the person or putting them on the spot, but
I'll try to find a moment when they seem to
be following, when they have attending
behaviors that suggest they’re with me; that
if I do call on them, they'll be ready to
answer. I'll try to get the person to talk in
class. If I don’t have that. I'll go in their
writing. I'll say something to the fact that
wow, this is good, why don't you say
something like this in class? (But it doesn't
work.)"
Professor Remington clearly has an interest in getting his students
to participate orally in the class. He also recognizes that there are other
ways that students do participate, and he tries to find ways to facilitate
this participation. Though he admits that he is not always successful,
he is interested in finding ways to help non-native English speaking
students enter into oral participation. He also validates the students'
expertise in writing by encouraging their ideas. Professor Remington
believes that this is an issue of language. Language is clearly a large
part of the problem, but there are other factors that affect oral
participation of NNS, such as understanding the norms for
participation, knowing how to enter conversation, and feeling
comfortable in the class. There are examples of this in Chapter Seven.
"Learning How to Swim"
" Teaching developmental stuff is like teaching yourself how to swim we all manage to learn a stroke or two."
This comment was made by a teacher who has taught himself how
to teach developmental and has had a lot of success in these classes.
However, he sees that there are weak areas in the preparation of faculty
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for these courses, and knows that this can have a negative effect on
students.

For many students, the first semester in college is time to

"sink or swim", and most students in developmental English classes
are in their first mainstream semester.

Unfortunately, many don't

manage to keep themselves afloat during this time. There are various
factors that come together to decide whether or not students will make
it through their classes. One reason they don't make it is that they are
not familiar enough with the Discourse of the classroom, and this may
be especially true of non-native speakers or students from other
cultures.
The "sink or swim" metaphor can be used in relation to faculty as
well as students. Some instructors are given little or no teacher
training, yet they are expected to succeed, often with some of the most
high-risk students in the college. Though more experienced faculty
have success with developmental classes, and have a lot to offer other
instructors, there has been no dear mechanism set up for sharing this
knowledge. It seems that both students and instructors are set up to
have a difficult time. This critical period in developmental English is
important enough to warrant more attention.
According to Cohen (1987:8), "few instructors enjoy teaching
students who do not know how to read and write", and there is not a
lot of concern with finding new approaches to literacy teaching. It is not
dear, though, that all students in developmental dasses 'do not know
how to read and write', espedally NNS who are literate in another
language. In general, developmental English dasses are not the most
desired courses at ECC, though they are becoming more attractive
because there are fewer students in developmental dasses than
literature dasses. According to a part-time English professor at ECC,
"...the perception is that if you're available and you're
willing, they'll give you a developmental dass before
they'll give you a mainstream course. Actually, I think
the priority should be inverted. I think the 100-level
courses, because they're traditional, are easier to teach."
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As Max Collins stated, "It's the hardest thing I've ever taught. I think
teaching 097 and 098 is the hardest thing I've ever had to try and teach.
Bar none. I mean, it's cruel." Another professor stated that "They're
very difficult courses to teach. They're easy to teach badly, and they're
very difficult to teach well."
In this chapter, we have seen examples of some of the issues
involved in developmental as described by the informants. Students
and faculty want to have successful experiences in the classroom, but
this doesn't always happen. Many issues come together that can affect
success in the classroom. In the next chapter, we will see how some of
these issues manifest themselves within the context of classroom
interaction.
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CHAPTER 7
APPRENTICING OR GATEKEEPING?
A Comparison of Classroom Interaction
Chapter Six discussed recurrent themes that emerged throughout
this study. In Chapter Seven, we will look at how these themes are
played out in the classroom in face-to-face interaction. This chapter
will contain excerpts from classroom observations, fieldnotes and
audiotaped classroom interactions, and they will be supplemented
with excerpts from interviews which show the same themes.
In Chapter Six, particpants talked about some of the difficulties they
face in developmental English. These include lack of preparation,
strained teacher-student relationships, the danger of patronizing
students or engaging in excessive hand holding, differing expectations
of what is expected in college, and lack of oral participation in class.
Chapter Seven will examine how some of these issues are played out
in face-to-face interaction in an effort to show how different kinds of
classroom interaction can alleviate or exacerbate some of these
problems.
Though both teachers and students have good intentions, success
does not always occur. Interactions between teachers and students can
often be characterized by their 'apprenticing' qualities, which improve
or encourage communication and learning, or their 'gatekeeping'
qualities, which can cause communication to fail. Though analysis of
interactions, we will see how communication is facilitated and how it
can break down. Success, like failure, is a mutually constructed
phenomenon, and in this chapter we will see how this construction
takes place.
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The Semester Begins - Creating An Atmosphere of Trust or
Resistance

'Class atmosphere' is a socially constructed phenomenon, but the
teacher's role is ultimately the most powerful, and the teacher sets and
enforces the limits that are acceptable within the class. Though
'atmosphere' is not an easy term to define, classes can be categorized in
different ways that characterize their atmosphere.
'culture' that is formed during the semester.

It is part of the

In some classes, students

sit in rows, and they stay there for the entire semester. In other classes,
students change from rows, to circles, to groups. Some classes are
characterized by discussion and debate; others have little talk by
students and follow a lecture format. Classroom norms become clear
as the semester goes on, and students interpret these norms and
describe their classes as 'boring', 'fun', having lot's of social talk', or
classes where 'no one says anything7. Some teachers take time for
introductions and personal talk, often asking students about their
lives, their weekends, and asking them to relate personally to the
content of the class. Others allow no personal talk or do not establish it
as a classroom norm. Some teachers want their students to understand
that 'this is college' and so they act in a way that is 'college' for them.
This may mean following 'traditional' classroom norms such as
having students raise their hands when they want to take a turn,
notetaking and lecturing, and the teacher's role is one of transmitting
knowledge and maintaining control. One of the classes observed for
this study followed this format.
Establishing an atmosphere is an ongoing process that affects the
interaction in the class. In this study, the classes that were more
'personal' had more interaction - more talking, more laughing and
more digressions from the lesson. In a personalized class, students
know each other's names, as well as the name of the teacher.

Most

students felt that a teacher cared about them if he or she knew the
student's name. One student said that one of his instructors ". . .is a
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good teacher. He knows the students' names."

However, it was

observed that teachers sometimes mispronounce the names of non¬
native English speakers. And, it is possible for a student (often a non¬
native speaker of English) to spend months in class without knowing
the name of the teacher.
Personalizing the class helped to create an atmosphere that
encouraged participation. One way teachers encourage
'personalization' of the class is through groupwork. As an informant
in one class said:
"When (the teacher) pairs us off, that kinda helps
break the ice, as far as meeting people. And it
worked out. You know, you get to know them by
name, instead of just by face, or 'she’s the one that
sits way over there'. You know, it helps. I know
(some students) because you have to write their
name down if they're part of your group. That
helps."
Being part of a group helped the students to become members of the
class and feel a connection with other students. Three out of four
classes consistently observed for this study involved groupwork. One
class did not. It was a class that was organized mostly around a lecture
format, followed by questions (often posed by the instructor) and
answers. During the semester, that instructor expressed concern about
students who didn't seem to be understanding. When this researcher
suggested that he try groupwork, the teacher declined because, as he
stated,

"I

hate groupwork. I'm so bad at it." The teacher did not feel

confident trying out a technique with which he was not familiar, and
in which he had never had training, even though he was not
comfortable with the level of oral participation and wanted to
encourage his students to talk. In that class, students often had a
difficult time recalling the names of the other students in the class,
though they all knew the teacher's name.
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"Groupwork" is sometimes considered an 'easy way out' or a less
serious way to conduct a class. However, it is not always easy to
organize a class into working groups. Chris, who used this technique
frequently, found herself in difficult situations more than once because
of strong personalities in the classroom who did not work well
together. There was resistance in her class, but Chris tried to find ways
to deal with it. When Chris put Paul and Janice in a group together to
work on a cooperative writing assignment, the following exchange
took place:
Paul - I'm not writin' shit.
Janice - You're a motherfuckin' idiot!

The exchange was loud enough so that several other students
stopped what they were doing and looked at Paul's group. The
interaction threatened to disrupt the flow of the class. Before the
interaction could escalate, Chris asked Paul to go to a different group.
Though he did ask why he had to go, he went, and the newly formed
groups continued to work on the task at hand. Even though students
were displaying resistance, the interaction was resolved. Chris
continued to have students work cooperatively, not letting this
incident interfere with the way she ran her class, and students seemed
to have enough confidence in Chris to follow her directions. She had
clear ideas about the benefits of groupwork and used the incident as a
learning experience. The following exchange took place the next time
the teacher did groupwork:
Chris - Let's work in groups today.
Juan - Let's not.
Chris - Let's do.
Maria - Aw, come on. You know what happened in our
group last time - it was tragic!
Chris - Hopefully you learned something from it.

After this exchange, Chris went on to explain the task at hand, and
the students worked cooperatively in their groups.

143

Chris has very clear reasons for using group work in her classes. As
she said in her interview, "what I'm trying to do in the 098 and 097 is
that they work together more. . .and that they rely less on the teacher,
but more on themselves in terms of how to approach an essay, or how
to approach a reading." She knows that students will probably not rely
on each other if they don't know each other's names. Personalizing
the class reinforces the idea that students can work together and do not
always have to depend on the teacher for the answer.

During

groupwork, students had to write down whether or not they did the
reading that had been given the night before. There was an "honor
system" that students observed, and they signed their names if they did
the reading and participated in answering the questions.
Chris worked hard at encouraging her students to become
independent learners because she does not expect students to have
already internalized the valued norm of being 'independent from the
teacher".

If a student walked into her class late and asked Chris what

they were supposed to be doing, it was not unusual to hear Chris
respond "Ask your group." Or if a student asked when as assignment
was due or when the next quiz was, Chris would answer, "Look on
your syllabus." But if a student was not understanding what was going
on in the class, Chris would intervene.
Another way of personalizing the class is asking students to relate
the content of the class to their own lives, and giving them a chance to
discuss it. In Chris's class, discussion was the norm. It didn't just
"happen", though, Chris spent a lot of time building a safe atmosphere
in which students felt safe about expressing their opinions.

She

validated student answers, and if anyone said something that was
unclear or very quiet, Chris made sure that the student had another
opportunity to repeat what they had said. One student in her class said
that Chris was different from other teachers because "She tries to
understand." At one point in the semester, a student said to her, "You
enjoy this class. You never complain." Chris's answer to the student
was That (complaining)'s not my role.' Chris saw her role as one of
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facilitator, and this was not lost on the students. There was always a lot
of discussion and participation.
At the beginning of the semester, there was some reluctance to
speak in the observed classes. Some teachers worked hard to set an
atmosphere of trust and confidence in order to encourage their
students to participate orally. In classes where this does not happen,
students learn not to participate. Toward the end of the semester, in
another class, the teacher departed from the norms and tried to change
the atmosphere of the class by asking students how they felt about
something. There was no answer from any of the students. They had
been exposed to a class atmosphere in which they did not feel safe, and
they had learned not to participate orally.

Faculty Roles - Facilitator or Enforcer?
Through observation, it became clear to me that roles in the
classroom are created in the first few weeks of class. A teacher can be
either a facilitator or an 'enforcer', or some combination of both.
Though a teacher has to provide some kind of control in the
classroom, there must be a balance between trust and discipline. Some
interactions were found to encourage trust, and others encouraged
resistance. Patterns of interaction clearly show roles of instructors, and
these patterns are formed from the beginning of the semester.
On the first day of one class, an instructor introduced himself and
then began to explain his attendance policy:

"You get three absences, and your grade goes
down every class you miss after three. No
arguments, no ifs, ands or buts, you're out.
After three, it's my business, after five you're
out and I don't care what happens, I don't
care what you do, you're adults. Be here, be
prepared; you're talking through your hat
when you're not prepared and it's real
obvious."
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This instructor established his attendance policy on the first day of
class, and he wanted the students to see the importance of attending
class. He wanted his students to take responsibility for their
attendance, but this quote also establishes his authority and power in
the classroom. He assumed that the students would be prepared for
class and have good attendance because they were "adults'. The tone of
his explanation was stern, and it began to set the tone for the class.
This kind of atmosphere setting did not seem to inspire trust or
confidence in students, rather it inspired resistance. It was also an
example of how the teacher used idioms when he spoke to the class. It
is difficult for NNS to understand 'talking through your hat", and so
the importance of this attendance policy may not have been as clear to
them as it was to NS students.
Attendance is important, and instructors often have difficulty with
students who are absent excessively. Some instructors have clear
attendance policies, and some do not. One teacher in this study had an
unclear attendance policy. No one seemed to count the number of
absences that students had or penalize them for being absent. Some
students were not sure how many absences they were allowed, and one
NNS felt relieved that the teacher didn't bother the students every
time they were absent. She said he was a 'nice man'. A NS in the same
class also talked about this teacher and the importance of her
attendance.
"I didn't want him to think that I had missed
(class) because I was out drinking the night before,
or because of a boyfriend or something, okay? I
don't expect him to stop or tutor me or go back and
review for me. I'm not askin' him that. I'm just
trying to explain to (him) why I was late or not here.
Because I want that respect. That's what I want.
You know. I'm not gonna blow that. We have that
respect."
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This student attended class, not because she felt threatened by a
strict attendance policy, but because of her relationship with the
teacher. What kept here coming to class was the mutual respect that
she and the teacher had. This kind of respectful relationship was more
effective than a threat, and the class was characterized by good
attendance. It was a personalized class, and students seemed to enjoy
themselves in it. However, the attendance policy in another class was
explained in a threatening manner, and it encouraged anger on the
part of some students. The following interaction, which happened at
the beginning of the semester, shows how students began to show
resistance to the teacher's 'enforcer' role.
While the teacher was taking attendance, she began to wonder
aloud about students who are enrolled for the class but never show up.
T -1 always wonder, who are these people who never show up? Why didn't you
show up, Lenny Brown? I couldn't have offended you, you never met me!
S - What if you have to go to a funeral?
T - It's one absence, you get three. Are you going to one? (said jokingly)
S - I'm not going to one.
T - If you've already had three, we'll talk. Bring me the obituary and a Polaroid
of you standing there.
C - That's disgusting.
T - Eh! Life's disgusting.
C - Um hm....

Here, the teacher is explaining the attendance policy to the class.
She uses humor and sarcasm to address a delicate subject. The student
had a valid question about the attendance policy, but he was ridiculed
for asking it. This shows how the use of sarcastic humor can cause
miscommunication between native speakers as well as with non¬
native speakers. The teacher was not trying to make the student feel
bad, but the kind of humor used had a negative affect on the student.
Another student showed her resistance by commenting that the
statement the teacher made was disgusting. That student, too, was
answered with the same sarcastic humor. In this class, students
eventually learned not to ask too many questions, though the teacher's
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style for checking comprehension was to ask if anyone had any
questions. Most of the time, no one did.
Starting at the first class of the semester, Chris explained the class
norms to her students. One example of this is making sure the
students understood the very organized syllabus and what was
expected of them during the semester. Chris could also monitor
students’ progress through a journal they wrote, and she had personal
conferences with them.
In the higher education system of the United States, doing work
independently is valued. Chris encouraged independence, but she was
always supportive of her students, and she set up an atmosphere
where students could trust her without being overly dependent. As
she said in class, "You get points for taking risks in this class", and her
actions supported this belief. The following are examples of how she
explained the class on the first day of the semester. In the first example,
Chris is reading the detailed syllabus with the class. The exchange is
especially important because of the role of a syllabus. A complete,
organized syllabus can be an indispensable guide for students if they
understand it.
01

C - Every week we're going to meet where? In the computer lab.

02

P - Where's that?

03

C - I'll tell you next week. Okay, when is your next essay due?

04

S - Week two.

05

M - 9/10.

06

C - 9/10???? (rising intonation)

07

M - 9/10.

08

C - 9/10???? (rising intonation, rise in pitch) 9/14! Now look again at Week
three. Whaddya have due then?

09

Ss- Review draft.

10

C - Then look at Week four. What's due? The final draft. You have to use the

lab for homework throughout the week. This is your responsibility. Okay, so far
what can you tell mg about the method of instruction in this course?
11

S - It's by syllabus.

12

Okay, that's how it's organized, but in class?
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13

S - Discussion.

14

C - Okay, today is a class discussion. Friday there will be a group discussion in

separate groups. This is mostly discussion, very little lecture, but I'm trying to get
you to say it as well. I'm asking a lot of questions; you have to do the answering.
Okay, what about the readings?
15

C - What do you need to know to get a good grade on your papers? This is a

reading course, so you might as well start reading.

In the preceding example, Chris takes her students step-by-step
through her detailed syllabus. During this exchange, students started
to become familiar with the terms used in the class, such as essay,
review draft, class discussion and group discussion. She also tells her
students that the teacher is capable of saying things, but she is trying to
get the students to say them, too. She models this behavior (lines 06
and 08 when she shows that the answer is not correct, but gives the
students an opportunity to find the right answer), and tries not to
provide the answer to her own question. In some ways, Chris begins
on the first day to teach the Discourse of the class, thereby apprenticing
students to the Discourse. She asks the students to reflect on the
method of instruction in the course. They also talked about what
students needed to do in order to get a good grade. In the following
excerpt, Chris continues to explain her syllabus and a handout that she
gave to the class:
30

C - So what do you do with the handout?

31

S - Read it.

32

C - Good, I shouldn't have to tell you to read it. So what are we doing for

Friday?
33

R - Read the assignment.

34

C - (begins to read from syllabus, explains an in-class writing assignment).

Then, on week two, class preparation GL. What does GL mean? It means
Guidelines, (name of textbook) I could not stand to type it out. What are we gonna
do in class on Monday?
35

Sg- Journal!

36

C - By Monday, bring in loose leaf paper and we will set up our journals.
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37

C - So, that7s how you read this thing all through the semester. I set this class

at a pretty fast clip, meaning I go quickly. But I'll slow down if need be. Got it?
Let's take an early break.

By the time Chris finished her first hour with these students, she
had explained the syllabus and how to read it. She didn't simply tell
the students what to do, she allowed them to participate and tell her
what they had to do. The syllabus, instead of being a 'gate' that could
keep students from understanding the class became a tool of
apprenticeship. At the end of her explanation, Chris refers to setting
the class at a 'pretty fast clip', an idiom which she defines. Such
idioms, which are often used in the Discourse, may not be familiar to
students, especially NNS. Defining them can be critical to students'
understanding, and it also helps students to learn terms used in the
Discourse. In some classes, teachers make frequent use of idioms that
are culturally bound and are not part of a student's background
knowledge of English. If many idioms are used within one lesson, that
lesson could become unintelligible. In the preceding passage, Chris
also tries not to 'scare students away7 by telling them that she will slow
the class down 'if need be'.
In contrast to the preceding examples, here is how another teacher,
whose syllabus was not ready on the first day, introduced his students
to his class.

Teacher is explaining grammar book, referring to section on subjects, verbs and
prepositions. Tells students that they 'need to know the grammar because there
will be lots of writing in the class, and 'what's the point of reading if you can't
write?'.
15

T -1 don't expect you to understand what I'm talking about yet. There's a direct

correlation between complex thought and writing well. If you can think in
semicolons, you're upgrading higher thought. Grammar has to do with how your
mind works.
16

T - What are we gonna be reading? Seems odd, a book on American Literature.
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Why'd I pick it? It has fiction, short stories, poems, dissenting Supreme Court
opinions.
17

(Enter late student) T - Don't do that again.

18

S - Do what? (surprised)

19

T - Be late.

20

S-Okay. (sits down)

21

(continues to explain textbook) It's not like reading Kant or Hegel or something

like that.

This interaction illustrates the conflict that many faculty members
feel between overestimating and underestimating their students. The
teacher talks to the students as if they were members of his Discourse
('It's not like reading Kant or Hegel..."), yet he also talks to them as if
they were not members of his Discourse ("I don't expect you to
understand what I'm talking about yet.") This contradiction is difficult
for the students to follow, but it is also difficult for the teacher. The
instructor also gives his idea of the relationship between correct
grammar and cognitive processes. If students do understand this part
of the introduction to the course, it may make them feel that they will
not be able to participate in Tiigher thought' until they know perfect
English grammar. After all, the instructor has told them, 'grammar
has to do with how your mind works'. The teacher also establishes his
position of power with the student who arrived late; an interaction
which disrupts the explanation of why the content of the course was
chosen by him. After this interaction, the instructor made a reference
to Chaucer and then distributed a handout on the reading technique of
SQ3R to the students. His explanation follows:
"This is a very simple way of approaching reading. Read it for
next class. Don't underline it. Read it, then do it. Do what it
says, (repeats this several times) How many of you have been
assigned a chapter and read it and said "why?". And not
remembered. Then the teacher asks who remembered and
there's dead silence except for the one nerd with a
photographic memory who remembers everything he's ever
read, (some students laugh) Why don't you remember? Because
you don't know how. There's a difference between skimming
and reading every word."
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The speaking style of the teacher here is characterized by
commands. And, once again, he is speaking to the students as if they
were members of the Discourse through his use of sarcastic humor and
idiomatic expressions ('dead silence', 'nerd') to explain the importance
of the reading technique. He also uses the word 'skimming7, which is
not necessarily familiar to the students; a word from academic English
Discourse.

However, the instructor also verbalizes his belief that the

students are not members of the Discourse ("Why don't you
remember? Because you don't know how."). This contradiction is
problematic and can undermine comprehension. After distributing
the syllabus and a handout, the teacher did not go over or explain the
syllabus. He left that to the students, as shown in the following
exchange:
T - Any questions? Attendance, any of that? Quizzes?
Grades?
No questions, no thoughts, no comments, you have read
it, you're clear about it?
Okay, let's go on to prepositions...

While the instructor was asking the questions, the students were
sitting at their desks, looking at the syllabus. Though the teacher asked
them in many different ways if they understood it, no other technique
was used to get the students to show that they understood. This is in
contrast to the way that Chris had her students read the syllabus with
her, and how she checked for comprehension.
Even though some teachers are trying to set a safe atmosphere, they
are often met with resistance, and this can be frustrating for instructors.
The following is an example of how Chris responded to a challenge
from a student.
Chris - Okay...(walking around, handing out papers)
Paul - It’s not nice to put people's stories out to the classroom, ya know?
Chris - Well, I knowP - You should take different stories, because people get embarrassed when their
stories-
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Chris-Why? Why?
Ma I DON’T!
Chris - Now WAIT a minute, now wait a minute...
Students - SH!
(laughter)
P - They're embarrassed.
Chris - No...it's, that's the whole point, is to try to develop an atmosphere where
we're not embarrassed...and that you, there is some pressure, I think, if you know
that someone may be reading your material. You have to think more about your
reader.
P-AAWWWWW...
Chris - and it's not
Ma - Paul!
Chris - Now wait a minute. The point
Ma -1 was just gonna tell, I know that he's not embarrassed about it, because you
took mine the first time, remember?
Chris - Yeah!
Ma - It's suhnin' people do (non-standard English pronunciation)
Chris - But that’s not the point...
Pa - You're not supposed to laugh at other people’s work
Chris - Exactly, you're not
Ma - I'm not laughingPa - You're supposed to take it into consideration
Chris - Exactly
Pa - That it isn't funny to laugh
Chris - And so I think it helps, Paul, if we have an example of your work, and
we have an example of Juan’s work, and we have an example of Gloria's work, is
that everybody begins to know how if feels to have their work looked at, and also
to be able to respond in a way that is helpful. It is not to laugh at it, and I really do
choose examples that are indicative of almost everybody’s work. I try not to get
the worst or the best...but areas where all students are having problems.

Here, Chris tells the students exactly what she is trying to do - to
develop an atmosphere in which no one is embarrassed because she
knows that it can be embarrassing to have others see your work. She
lets the students know that this is important. She also explains how
reading someone else's work can be helpful to the learning process.
Chris does not cut the student off or minimalize the anxiety that the
student might feel. She does not become defensive in the midst of a
challenge by a student. She listens to the student's complaint and
validates his concerns, but she doesn't let it stop the educational
process or the objectives of the class. Rather, she makes explicit what
she is doing in the class. This is an example of a resolved interaction.
(Green and Wallat, 1983)

153

The preceding examples have shown contrasting ways of setting up
a class and teaching class norms. These classroom interactions are
characterized by opportunities that students get to be apprenticed to the
new Discourse, or are kept out of that Discourse.
Becoming a Member of the Discourse
For 'developmental students', the developmental English class may
be the only place they can learn about 'the business of being college
students'. This means learning the language and behavior that is
'expected' in college in the United States. If students who have missed
out on the apprenticeship to this Discourse don't get a chance to
experience apprenticeship in the developmental classroom, they are
not learning what they need to succeed. Some teachers are highly
skilled at the apprenticing relationship. They are able to meet the
students where they are and take them to where they need to be. These
-i

teachers provide a kind of scaffolding that gives the students the
ability to participate in academic discussions.

In the following excerpt,

one class is beginning to discuss a poem. Chris uses this as an
opportunity to teach the word 'stanza' to the class. This is a word
which is used in the academic Discourse of English.

In this one

transcript, she also encourages students to expand their answers, tries
to get a NNS to speak, and encourages students to use their own words.

1. The metaphor of the scaffold was created to characterize learning situations between adults
and children, and it is used to describe interactions between teachers and students. According
to Langer and Applebee (1984), scaffolding consists of providing help with elements that are
beyond the students' capabilities while encouraging them to complete those elements that are
within their range of competence. This not only helps the student to accomplish the task at
hand, but also shows him or her new strategies that will eventually allow similar tasks to be
completed without the help. Scaffolding is adjustable, temporary, and changes constantly
according to students' needs.
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Figure 2
Example of Interaction
Continued next page.
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Figure 2 continued.

"Stanza" is a Discourse term that many instructors expect students
to know, and they take it for granted that it is understood by them.
However, Chris, in her role of apprenticer, defines the term for any
student who may not know it - even if they didn't ask. Chris follows a
process to help students through the content while checking to make
sure that they understand certain terms of the Discourse as well. A
student begins the interaction by saying that he didn't really
understand the poem. When he pauses, Chris begins to elicit the
extension of his comment. Chris wait for the student to answer and
then focuses the student and the rest of the class on the poem, taking it
'stanza by stanza'. She apprentices the students by repeating the key
term and then defining it. She then asks a non-native speaker, Carla,
to tell what is being described in the poem. Carla has a reaction that
many NNSs had throughout this study. She looks down at her paper
and does not answer. Chris waits for Carla to answer, even when other
students begin to call out answers. She repeats the question, and
finally a student calls out the answer. Chris then asks the student to
narrow, or clarify his answer. As other students jump in to answer
questions, Chris expands the discussion. She asks a student to answer
'in your own words', encouraging independence from the text. She
restates answers so that everyone in the class can hear them. Through
this interaction, Chris continues to focus the discussion while allowing
several students to participate simultaneously.

Chris also tries to get

the students to clarify what they are talking about. She encourages
them to do the work, she does not supply answers and she encourages
them to use their own words, not just read from the poem.
Chris wanted her students to be active in constructing knowledge in
class. During 'class discussion', she served as a leader, but actively
solicited participation from students. In the following excerpt, Chris
helps students to understand the idea of 'narrative'.
Chris - How did you write your essays? You wrote it from a personal experience.
Marcela - Oh, Okay, I know what you’re tryiri to say.. .your ownChris - You wrote what is called a narrative (write 'narrative' on board).
Marcela - Well, what we thought, that's what we wrote down.
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Chris - You didn't just write what you thought, you wrote, you went back to a point
in time in your lifePa - you wrote exactly what happened
Chris - Exactly, thank you, you wrote exactly what happened.. .and it means
when you kept trying to, um...
Pa - visualize
Chris - yeah, in general I kept bringing you back to detail of the experience of
things around you, right?
Pa - Yeah
Chris - So the narrative is a personal experience when you're writing what has
happened and how you felt about what happened. It's a story. It usually has a
chronological sequence. What do I mean when I say chronological sequence?
Marcela -1 don't know, but I know you're gonna tell me...
(laughter)
Student - (unintelligible)
Chris - (to student) What?
Student - It's one of the kinds of order
Chris - What kind of order?
(no answer)
Chris - Okay, sequence...chronological...it is an order by which you approached
your narrative, but it is an order based on...
(Several students) TIME!

Here, Chris takes students step by step through a definition of
'narrative', using the strategies of expanding, clarifying, confirming +,
and raising the information to higher levels. She could provide the
answers herself, but she gets the students to follow the steps until they
reach the answers on their own. She also did not assume that students
already knew this before they came to her class.
In the following transcript, Chris refers once again to the 'narrative'
organizational pattern of essays. Within this lesson, she takes time to
define the term 'essay7. In this question cycle, she helps students to see
the difference between essays and narratives.
10/10
Grace - It wasn't a story, really.
Chris - Ah, that's right, it's not a story, exactly, and you're not going to be readin
very many stories at ECC unless you take English 102, (in) which you'll be reading
stories galore. This is not a story. Actually, the others were really not a story.
These are what we call essays, and this is what you are trying to write. You will be
writing an essay, not a narrative. And what's the difference? We talked about this
last week. How did you write your first essay, and how were the first couple of
essays we read in the book, how were they...
Anthony - Personal experience
Chris - Personal experience. And what were the organizational patterns?
Student - narrative.
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Chris - Okay, narrative, but how was the story, how were your stories organized,
and how were the stories that you read organized?
Student - from beginning to end, in a time sequence
Chris - In a time sequence. Is this a time sequence?
Ss-No
Chris - No. You're not readin about someone who's just landed at the airport, and
then we follow this person through their situation or circumstances that they
adjust to our culture. What is the emphasis, and how is this person organizing the
essay?

As the semester wore on, students in Chris's dass began to use
many of these Discourse terms. As shown in the above example,
students provided answers that show how they were learning different
'organizational patterns' of essays. This exchange, like so many in
Chris's dass, shows how many different students were able to
partidpate at once.
Not all interactions in all developmental English classes are
characterized by this tendency to apprentice students into Discourse
and Discourse terminology, especially if instructors think that students
already know these things before they enter college. In the following
excerpt, the teacher talks about 'context'. Her way of explaining a
Discourse term is very different from that of Chris.
T - How many of you have picked up a book and read it - James Bond, Belva Plain, I
don't care.
(half of the students raise their hands)
T - How many of you know what the context of that book is?
HA! You don't even know what I mean by context! What was being written in the
US in the 1890's is not the same as in other countries in that era. Not the same as
what the French, Spanish, Cambodians were writing in that era.

Here, the teacher makes it explicit that the students don't know
something that she does know. The tone was accusatory, and it
sounded almost as if she were making fun of the students because they
did not know the term. Of course, some of the students may have
understood context, but they were not given time or a chance to
interact with the teacher and share their knowledge. The expectation
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of the teacher seems to be that students should already know this, not
be in the process of learning it. Therefore, apprenticing did not take
place, the teacher was frustrated, and some students felt uncomfortable.
Apprenticing is not only a matter of defining the terms of the
Discourse. Another way teachers can facilitate the participation of their
students is by using content that students can relate to.
Content as an Apprenticing Tool
The following comments were heard at the beginning of one 097
(Reading Efficiency) class.
Sept. 13
T - So, are you totally confused? You said, 'this guy is totally out of his mind, I
don't ever want to see this again!'
T leaves the room for a minute
S -1 don't like reading about reading. I don't mind reading something interesting,
but I don't find this interesting and I get bored and make mistakes.
T returns to class
Students are quiet.

Instructors in this study had very clear reasons for choosing the
content they use, and they talked about this in the interviews in
Chapter Five. Some use multicultural content, especially since they
expect a heterogeneous class. A reading class might concentrate on
fiction, or there might be a mixture of fiction and non-fiction. Writing
classes might take a 'process' approach, or there may be an emphasis on
sentence skills and drills. One thing all teachers want to do is prepare
their students for the kinds of reading that they will be doing in
'mainstream' classes. This desire to prepare students motivates
teachers to choose specific textbooks and assignments. The following
excerpt shows one professor explaining why he gave an assignment to
his class.
9/13/90
T - Okay, so some of you. I’m sure, read and really thought I lost my mind, it’s a
teacher who’s really out to get you and the next thing is gonna be from the Journal of
Physiology, and maybe I will. What I gave you is used at the Junior level
journalism course at U.Mass. I didn't expect you to understand it all.
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It's the conclusion of a chapter and it’s A. kind of artificial and B. kind of above
what you should be reading. Why'd I give it to you? Cause if you learn mapping,
underlining, you'll be able to read anything. This is a transferable skill. You can
take it from this room and use it in that room. As long as you learn the technique. If
you don't understand the content, (shrugs) eh....In a normal classroom, biology,
criminal justice; there's some woman or some man writing, emphasizing certain
things, so it's not just a chapter in a book and nobody's gonna lean on you, you're
going to spend time talking about it in class and the teacher clarifies. I want you to
read this stuff and break it down for yourselves.
We'll we're gonna do the drone and groan stuff first - (handout). This assures that
after you read it, you know how to write about it.
Alright, you're supposed to do the practice on page 12 and 13, right, cause it says
so.
S - read page 11
T - And memorize the list of prepositions, right?
Let's turn to page 12, practice 2. I’m just gonna go down the list here.
Diane, what's the subject and predicate of sentence one?
S - answers
T - Correct. If you didn’t get any of these, say so, don't just sit there.

This instructor's intention is to help students learn the transferable
skill of 'mapping'. However, his explanation of why he chose this
content is obscured by his use of humor and idiomatic expressions. In
this explanation, the professor uses several idiomatic expressions that
may not be familiar to some of the native speakers as well as the non¬
native English speakers. He also refers to how this information will be
important to the students when they are in a 'normal' classroom. The
message this gives to the students is that they are not currently in a
normal classroom, but an abnormal one. The professor also tells
students that they need to memorize a list of prepositions, and that
they're supposed to do a 'practice' because the book 'says so'. Another
technique that the professor uses is to 'just go down the list', meaning
calling on students in alphabetical order. Students know when they
have to pay attention and when they have to answer. They are
invested only in their own answer being correct.
There is an assumption that developmental classes can be 'easy7 or
'watered down'. Through observation, I saw that this was not the case.
Students were expected to work hard, and sometimes they felt
overwhelmed. They were learning content as well as grammar and
conventions of academic Discourse. This was easy for very few
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students. Some English teachers have very high academic English
skills, and what is taught in a developmental class may be easy in their
eyes. One teacher constantly referred to the ease of the course.
Consider the following examples:
T - Give me a dependent word - somebody?
(silence)
T - Do I have to tell you everything?
(silence)
T- Alright.. .dependent word fragments - turn to page 20. You notice patterns there?
'because I am hot'. Dependent word fragment. This is not hard.
(a few minutes later)
T - This is simple, this is basic stuff, (gives rule for placing comma, when a
dependent word clause comes at the beginning of a sentence). This is a piece of cake.
Ann, what's the rule for punctuating word fragments?
(Ann answers)
T - Is this hard or what? This is really easy.

In this short excerpt, the teacher finds five different ways to tell
students that the material of the class is 'easy7. However, students were
having difficulty with dependent word fragments. Telling them it was
easy did not make it any easier for them, although it was logical and
simple for the teacher. Also, this excerpt shows that students had
learned to be silent and wait, and then the teacher would provide the
answer to his own question.

Using Humor - What's So Funny?

The following excerpt shows another example of this 'waiting for
the teacher to answer' phenomenon. This time, the ease of the
material is made into a joke, and some students do laugh along.
However, one student asks a question that shows resistance to the
teacher's method. The teacher cuts the student off with a remark that
could be considered insulting, and shows that the teacher has little
confidence in the students' ability.
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10/02
T - This is bush league. If you didn't get 100, you're nerds! (laughs, some students
laugh).
Next thing you have to memorize coordinating conjunctions. All four of them.
Bart - Why do you make us memorize all this stuff?
T - Because you'd never learn 'em.

Here, the teacher was trying to joke with the students, but some
students were put off by the sarcasm. The teacher often used humor
with his students, and he did so with the very best of intentions - to
relax the students and make it easier for them to learn. However,
humor is Discourse-bound, and in order for a joke to be funny, it must
be between members of the same Discourse. Jokes and humor are
dependent upon contextualization cues that are especially difficult for
non-native English-speaking students. They may not understand a
tone of voice that says Tm only kidding/. The following is another
example of sarcastic humor blended with idioms.

When the student

asks a question, he is told that he doesn't need to know. The student
becomes confused as to 'what he needs to know7.
Let us leave that -1 want you to do these sheets for Tuesday. I just lifted them
wholesale from G Community College -1 subbed there. These are wonderful little
grillsheets.
G - (Asking about something written on paper) What are G words?
T - Never mind, I hate that, you don’t need to know.
S - Do we need to know this?
T - We'll get to that. It's grief time, it's grief time. I'm gonna ruin your weekend.
(Hands out assignment).

It should be mentioned that the instructor often used humor ('Tm
gonna ruin your weekend.") in an effort to relax the atmosphere of the
class, as well as to show camaraderie. Unfortunately, many of the
humorous remarks that he made were very difficult for the non¬
native speakers to understand. Also, since much of his humor was
sarcastic, it often had the opposite effect of that which the teacher had
intended. Sometimes, it would make students feel defensive. Instead
of relaxing the atmosphere, sarcasm, humor and idiomatic expressions
often made participation more difficult for students. The following
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short example is typical of the teaching style of an instructor who,
again, tries to relax his students by using humor:
T - There's a lot of examples in this. How many major
points?
S - Three?
T - One, two...whadya get?
S - (unin)
T - What?
S - (unin)
T - What??
S - (very quietly) Myth?
T - (smiling) Mjrth. A myth is as good as a mile? ('joking
voice') Okay, myth.

Here, the teacher's joke was lost on most of the students, though it
would not have been lost on longtime members of the teacher's
Discourse. This kind of 'joke' becomes incomprehensible input (see
Krashen and Terrell, 1983), and it is especially incomprehensible to
NNS who do not have the contextualization cues that help to identify
this humor as humor. For example, the teacher often used what could
be referred to as a 'sing-song' voice when joking with the students.
This kind of contextualization cue compounds the difficult of
comprehension for non-native English speakers.
Though students may take the initiative and try to create personal
talk, power in the classroom ultimately lies with the teacher and these
attempts by the students may be stopped. Sometimes, when students
tried to interject their own opinions or humor, similar to the model of
the teacher, they were stopped. The following interaction shows how
students tried to personalize a discussion, and how the teacher reacted
to this effort by the students.
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Figure 3
Example of Interaction
Continued next page.
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Figure 3 continued.

The preceding interaction is characterized by the controlling style of
the teacher. Two students (Sh and Ch) try to personalize the discussion
by giving their own opinions about an issue. They felt strongly about
something that they had read, and they were responding to it in their
own way. However, the teacher controlled the conversation and kept
interaction to a minimum. The teacher used loud pitch, rising
intonation and emphasis to underscore his controlling style. He
interrupted students, and though he did not allow the students to
diverge from the focus that the teacher wanted, the teacher used a
divergent explanation to explain the concept of 'expert'. The
interaction is not resolved, and the student who tried to personalize
was eventually silenced when the teacher emphatically rejected her
response.

This excerpt is typical of the teaching style of this instructor.

The following excerpt is from a class of October 16, 1990. In this
excerpt, we see an example of the interactions between the instructor
and the non-native English speakers in the class. The teacher has
asked for definitions of social darwinism - one student has looked up
social and darwinism separately:

1

T - No, don't read what.. .if you look those up separately, you won't

2 get it, because social darwinism is a particular school of thought, and
3 it has it's own meaning.
4

Elaine reads definition

5

Okay, Chenh?

6

Ch -1 didn’t do it.

7

Jack?

8

Jack reads definition

9

Alright.. .let's see, Maria, what did you have?

10 I don’t understand very well the question.
11 T - Hm? Okay, Irene? Oh, Iris, excuse me.
12 (silence)
13 Hm? Nothing? Okay, Diane?
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In this excerpt, the instructor asks different students for their
definitions of social darwinism. Many of the students were confused
about this concept. We can see in the excerpt that three out of the four
non-native English speakers in the classroom were asked to answer the
question within seconds of each other. Chenh, Maria and Iris were all
asked by the teacher to participate by answering a question - yet none of
them did. Chenh did not have the homework done, and neither
Maria nor Iris understood. Maria came the closest to asking for
assistance. She admitted that she did not understand the question.
The teacher's reaction to the students is interesting. It shows that
the teacher saw his role as one of questioner, and though the students
were not 'getting it', the teacher did nothing to facilitate
understanding. He seemed to be more focused on getting through the
lesson by getting the correct answer. The reaction was unresolved.
Though the teacher had good intentions, and did not want to put any
student 'on the spot', he did not resolve the lack of communication.
Also, a typical occurrence happened in this short excerpt - the
teacher mispronounced a student's name. This happened in several of
the observed classes. In another class, a non-native speaker named
Marian was often called 'Miranda'. This led to some confusion
because Marian didn't know it was she who was being called on to
answer. The instructor was trying to encourage her to participate
orally, but didn’t get her name right.
Sometimes, an instructor feels that asking if students understand is
an accurate measure of whether students actually do understand. This
may not be the case. The following is an interaction between a
professor and a non-native speaker:
T - Does anybody have any trouble figuring this out? You with me? Yes? Yes?
Chenh, you haven't said a word, you haven't even nodded, are you with me on this?
Ch - yeah
T reads next example and continues with lesson.
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Here, the teacher had no evidence that the student actually
understood the work. The student only had to say 'yeah' to get 'off the
hook' and not have to enter into any cognitively demanding exercise
with the teacher. The teacher was satisfied with the answer, and
focused on 'getting through the lesson' rather than checking students'
comprehension. Also, students had learned not to ask too many
questions in this class. Once, a student was heard to say to another that
he didn't want to ask a question because the teacher 'almost killed me
last time I did'. Another time, a different student became angry and
confronted the teacher about why he 'jumps down our throats we ask a
question'.
During the course of observation, it seemed to be the case that
students didn't always know when an answer was correct or incorrect.
In order to try to understand this phenomenon, I looked at the
responses teachers made to student answers. The following is a list of
responses that one teacher made over a semester.

Teacher Responses
1. Okay.
2. I'll buy that.
3. Alright.
4. I see.
5. Yeah, you could have done that, too.
6. That works as well.
7. There's nothing wrong with that.
8. Either way works fine.
9. I wouldn't have any problem with that.
10. Well, something on the order of that.
11. Good.
12. Bang! Shot it dead!
13. Well, yes and no.
14. That's sort of on target.
15. Yes, you're quite correct.
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16. That's pretty good.
17. Right.
18. Good for you!
19. Yeaaaahhhh. (rising-falling-rising intonation)
20. Well, something like that.
21. Repetition of student's answer.
Many of these expressions are characterized by ambiguity, and
students were not sure if their answers were correct or incorrect. Four
of the above responses are idiomatic expressions (numbers 2,10,12,14).
As triangulation, I used some of these strategies with a group of
advanced ESL students currently taking mainstream classes. The
students did not understand what I meant when I responded to them
using these expressions.
If students do not understand teacher responses, it will be difficult
for them to understand the flow of a lesson. Some strategies, such as 1,
3,11,15,17 and 21 may be less problematic for NNS students. Others,
such as those using idiomatic expressions or those characterized by
ambiguity, may impede communication in the classroom.
Apprenticing - a Conclusion
Why don't some developmental students know what they need
to do in the college classroom in order to be successful? According to
Gee (1990:67), individuals who have not been socialized into the
discourse practices that constitute mainstream school-based literacy
must eventually be socialized into them if they are ever to acquire
them. "...Skills must be practiced and one cannot practice a skill one
has not been exposed to, cannot engage in a social practice one has not
been socialized into..." This may be what is happening in
developmental English classes. What some teachers are expecting
from their students is familiarity with skills and language practices that
the students have not been socialized into. Gee argues that English
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teachers are teaching a set of discourse practices, oral as well as written,
which are connected with standard English. More importantly, they
are apprenticing students to dominant, school-based social practices.
Language and literacy acquisition are forms of socialization, in this case
socialization into mainstream ways of using language in speech and
print, mainstream ways of taking meaning, and of making sense of
experience (ibid).

Students' primary Discourse, including the language

practices within that Discourse, are constantly being evaluated in class.
They may be ridiculed by the teacher for not 'speaking English', or they
may be accepted. Consider the following exchange.
10/01
Chris - Doesn’t Maya ever move from this place?
Mary - Yup.
Chris - Yup? Why do you say yes?
Mary - yes
Chris - Why do you say YES? A yep or a yes is acceptable, but why are you saying
it? Why that answer?

Here, Chris validates the way a student speaks. She is more
concerned with the content, though the student seems to expect that
she must answer in the correct format. Chris tries to get the student to
think about the content of the answer rather than the form of it. In
Chris's class, students noticed each other's versions of English, and it
became part of the content of the class.
Sometimes, students were observed apprenticing each other. In
one class, a balanced bilingual, Ricardo, was very talkative. In the same
class, three ex-ESL students sat in the back of the classroom quietly.
They sometimes commented, in Spanish, that they didn't know what
the teacher was talking about. Ricardo saw that these students were
not understanding. The following is an excerpt from a transcribed class
observation.
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March 1
Teacher gives handout (photocopies of notecards that students had made in groups
on previous day).
I=NNS
R=Ricardo
Ma=NNS
I - (to Spanish-speaking researcher) Ya le dieron? (Did they give you one?)
(I shake my head 'no'.)
I raises hand toward teacher and says Y para ella? (and for her?)
T doesn't hear. Passes by giving other handout.
Later...
While teacher is explaining, Ricardo turns around in his seat and says to I "Tu
entiendes?" (do you understand?)
I - Muy poco. (very little)
Ricardo gets out of his seat and approaches 3 ex-ESL students. Stands between
them, explaining in Spanish. They dialog in Spanish while the rest of the class goes
on in English.

This exchange between Ricardo and the other NNS happened more
than once in this class. The atmosphere of the class had already been
established, and the norm was that more than one conversation might
be going on in the classroom at the same time. The teacher did not call
attention to or sanction students who talked together or helped each
other.
This chapter has shown how different classroom interactions can
encourage or discourage participation in the developmental English
classroom. By examining face-to-face interactions, we have seen how
teachers set an atmosphere that encourages participation or resistance.
We saw that teachers can apprentice their students through the
teaching of class norms and teaching Discourse, and that they can be
apprentices or gatekeepers.
The final chapter offers implications and discussions through the
interpretation of the data, as well as suggestions for further research.
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CHAPTER 8
IMPLICATIONS AND DISCUSSION
This study has attempted to show some of the factors that come
together to influence participation and engagement of non-native
English speaking students in the community college developmental
English class. Through ethnographic means, this study has shown
how student participation can be facilitated by apprenticing teachers or
impeded by gatekeepers. In order to learn, students must be given
opportunities to enter into meaningful interaction with instructors if
they are to be successful in the classroom. It has been shown in this
study that an instructor who wants to be an apprenticer can end up
being a gatekeeper.
This dissertation has described the experience of teaching and
learning in the developmental English classroom of the community
college. Through the eyes of the participants, we can see that this is a
critical and difficult period for some instructors and many students,
non-native English speakers as well as native-English speakers.
The first semester of a student in college is important. It is
especially difficult for students who are taking developmental classes.
They are somehow ’at risk'; they have been identified as having
difficulty with reading and writing, and they are 'not ready' for the
required Freshman composition course. They need help with writing
and/or reading in order to reach the level of English literacy and
familiarity with the Discourse they need in order to enter and
successfully complete English 101. They need help for many different
reasons: they were not prepared in high school, they are not as fluent
in English as students who were born and raised in English-speaking
societies, they have unfamiliar primary Discourses, they didn't go to
high school, or they did poorly on the placement test. They may not
believe that they can succeed.
We have seen how misunderstandings can occur between teachers
and students in the developmental English classroom, and how

173

relationships between teachers and students are to some extent
predetermined and constrained by the structure of our society because
of the values that are placed on different Discourses and the
assumption that we all share the same Discourse.
Through observations and interviews, a picture has emerged of
relationships between teachers and students that can be characterized
by apprenticing or gatekeeping. The reasons for this are many. Some
faculty are 'set up' to fail in class because they are not adequately
prepared to teach developmental courses. They have different
expectations about what their students already know and what they
should know. These expectations are often in conflict. Instructors
want to be able to prepare their students for English 101, but they are
sometimes unsure about what it takes to prepare their students and
how to prepare them. They often expect their students to be familiar
with the academic Discourse of the college classroom when some
students have never been exposed to it. Unfamiliarity with this
Discourse may be seen as failure to respond or take responsibility in
class, and the Discourses that the students know and bring to class have
traditionally not been valued by our society.

This includes both non¬

native English speakers and native English speakers who have not
grown up in homes that exposed them to 'mainstream' behaviors and
practices which are valued and rewarded in the educational system.
Rose (1989:188) talks about underprepared students in four-year
universities when he says that though these students fail to meet the
demands made of them in mainstream college classes, they are 'literate
people straining the boundaries of their ability, trying to move into the
unfamiliar, to approximate a kind of writing they can't yet command.'
This quote describes many of the students who are found in
developmental classes. Some have severe literacy problems, but most
are literate. They are moving into the 'unfamiliar', and the English
teacher can be the gatekeeper or the guide. This 'guide' can apprentice
students into valued Discourse practices by providing opportunities to
enter into interactions in the classroom. English instructors are
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concerned with the 'perpetuation and survival of the Discourse' (Gee,
1990:177), but that can not be the only goal of the English class.
Students must be given opportunities to enter into the Discourse, and
they must be shown that what they are doing is learning another
Discourse - the one that is valued by the society in which they are now
living. It is not the only valuable Discourse, but it is the one that
students need in order to compete in this society. According to Gee
(1990:172),
"one could argue that language classes and
Freshman writing classes are. . .apprenticeships into
studenthood of a certain type. They create their
own culture practices that will ensure acculturation
to school life and serve as 'gates' to see to it that
only the right sorts of students get to the next level.
This raises the question as to whether language and
literacy teachers want (or ought) to be the
behavioral monitors and gate keepers for the rest of
the college curriculum."

English teachers should reexamine their roles and the classroom
norms that they endorse, because student/teacher interations can affect
student participation and engagement. If the relationship between
teacher and student is characterized by an attitude of 'do the right way
or don't do it', we are assuming that there is a right way and students
know it but refuse to use it. Students, non-native English speakers and
native speakers alike, need opportunities to learn that there is a
Discourse of the English classroom, and the norms of that Discourse
need to be made explicit to students. Neither instructors nor college
administrators can assume that familiarity with the Discourse is a
prerequisite for college, especially given the changing demographics of
our country and the great variety of primary Discourses found in
community colleges.
One part of Discourse is language, and the valued language in
North American higher education is Standard English. We must
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reexamine the assumption that low proficiency in Standard English
equals lack of intelligence.

Given the population of most

developmental English classes, we can assume that these students do
not know many of the things that are taken for granted as measures of
intelligence and literacy because they have not been apprenticed into
them. Again, as Gee (1990:67) says:
"Individuals who have not been socialized into
the discourse practices that constitute mainstream
school-based literacy must eventually be socialized
into them if they are ever to acquire them. ...skills
must be practiced and one cannot practice a skill one
has not been exposed to, cannot engage in a social
practice one has not been socialized into..."
Developmental students have not been socialized into or been
given opportunities to practice many mainstream school-based literacy
practices. Teachers and students may already be accustomed to certain
behaviors that are not valued in the mainstream classroom, or there
could be a clash between two ways of doing things. For some, talking
in class may be a valued way of being a member of that class - for
others, it's not something you do.

One job of the college is to give

students opportunities to become members of the new culture, the new
Discourse of the college, but not at the expense of devaluing the
student's primary Discourse. This means valuing the culture and the
primary Discourse of the student, and using this background
knowledge of the student to build on. All college personnel should
have high expectations and the belief that all students are capable of
learning. This kind of belief is not something that can be 'trained' into
faculty or staff, but may only come when society realizes that there is
more than one Discourse, especially in a multicultural society like that
of the United States.

Gee (xviii) offers an example of the mindset that

is necessary for this to happen:
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" We have to let her become a fully accepted
member of the group, and to do that we have to
accept her, accept her home, and accept her
community; we have to understand them,
appreciate them, and be aware of the Discoursebound nature of all practices in and out of school.
We also have to destroy racism, classism, and the
social structure which supports them - you can
hardly become a full member of a group that thinks,
or acts as if it thinks, your color or social class makes
you inherently 'different' or 'other'...teachers must
have a full commitment to social justice, if they
have a commitment to allowing every (student) to
acquire (and to critique) the school's and society's
Discourses."

Part of this is giving our students the metaknowledge necessary to
be able to examine the fact that they are acquiring "society's Discourse"
and that said Discourse is open to critique. Instead of measuring our
students by their "Cultural Literacy" in the definition of Hirsch, we can
look at the kinds of cultural knowledge and literacy these students
bring to class. An example of this is found in an article by James
Mullican (1991), an English professor. Mullican realizes that the
literacy of the 'dominant culture' is 'helpful for getting along in the
world' (244). But he also realizes that the job of English teachers is
often to 'canonize the dominant culture', and 'consider that
information essential which we ourselves know'. Mullican talks about
a poem that one of his students wrote about John Lennon, and how
difficult it was to appreciate the poem (which didn't mention the name
of Lennon) if one did not have the experience and background
knowledge necessary to interpret it. According to Mullican, in order to
appreciate the poem, he had to "enter with some empathy and
understanding into an alien universe of discourse". This is what our
students are doing, whether native- or non-native English speakers.
Consider the references in the following transcript. The teacher is
explaining why students need to learn how to dislike art.
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T - .. .you're willing to say "I don't like Mozart because I find it hard to
hum. Because his melodies are complex .. .because I can't really sit
down and follow it, I have to really think about what I'm listening to".
. .there are people who may say, "Oh, you boob. You idiot." You can look
at them and say "look. I know why I don't like it. I don't like complex
melodic lines, I like simple melodic lines, because I enjoy being able to
sing along. And I find it very hard to sing along to Don Giovanni. I find
it very hard to sing along with Cosi Fan Tutte. I enjoy singing a Beatles
song, I enjoy singing whatever". We may disagree, but at least you've
got a reason for your opinion.

The explanation here becomes compounded by the cultural
knowledge of opera, as well as the use of idiomatic expressions and
humor. Since opera is expensive nowadays, it's a pretty good bet that
many of the students in that class may not get the references to it. Not
that it isn't important, but the teacher didn't provide any background
knowledge for it, and is expecting students to get the explanation
through background knowledge they don't have. The explanation
becomes a 'non-explanation' in that it is incomprehensible input for
students who are not members of the instructor's Discourse.
This is not to say that faculty members do not have good intentions;
they do. All of the faculty members interviewed in this dissertation
expressed a desire to help their students get to where they needed to be
in order to participate in society. It might be helpful to take a critical
look at what is needed to do that.
One teacher interviewed for this study was talking about some
problems with developmental students and gives an understanding of
how she interprets this.

"Well, personal pride or cultural pride or just plain laziness
that you don't want to be bothered and not bothering to learn is
gonna put you on hold. And it's really funny because, I just
heard yesterday about a program of Black teachers and mentors
taking Black kids, college kids and high school kids, and
requiring them to come up to a certain dress code, to learn how to
fill out applications effectively and to conduct interviews in
standard English so that they didn't alienate people who were
hiring them. Because, of course, the point was that certain
things are expected. These are kids who are not stupid, who are
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skilled, who are being turned down time after time for jobs that
they were qualified to do. And the reason they were turned
down, time after time, is they'd go in with gold chains on,
speaking street Black English, which - would you hire
somebody to be a stockbroker who says, 'Yo, Bro, what's
happenin'. Homey? .. .No, you wouldn't. But if the same guy
walks in wearing a necktie, and a white shirt, and a jacket, and
pants that don't go out like M.C. Hammer, and gold lame shoes,
and walks in dressed the way people dress, and he sits down or
she sits down and says, well, my qualifications are, how are
you, sir, good to meet you, it's a whole different world. And the
program apparently has been very successful for Black students.
Because they were finding that they were leaving out certain
parts of education that needed to be made clear.

These words were spoken by a faculty member who cares about her
students and wants to give them what they need, but she has also had
some problems relating to her 'developmental' students. She has
internalized society's ideas that there is a 'right way7 to act, dress and
believe, (a 'right7 Discourse) if one wants to succeed in society, and of
course, she is right. Our society does value one type of Discourse over
another. This affects that teacher's interactions with students. One
might question why it is that society gives jobs to people who dress 'the
way people dress', and what that means. It's a whole different world'
for many of the students found in developmental English classes, and
maybe they will have to make many changes in order to survive in our
society. It is time to take a critical look at why society values very
specific Discourses, specific ways of doing, thinking and valuing, as
well as speaking.
Implications and Recommendations

This study has endeavored to show how interactions in the
developmental English classroom can affect participation of non¬
native English-speaking students. Through this study, it became clear
that many of the factors that negatively affect student-teacher
interaction affect both non-native speakers and native speakers. The
following recommendations have emerged from this study.

179

1. In order to learn, students must be given opportunities to enter
into interactions in the classroom. We have seen examples of
interactive learning moments which are facilitated by teachers. The
classes which were characterized by these kinds of interactions were
more successful than those that were characterized by 'transmission'
styles of teaching in which the teacher lectured and did most of the
talking.

Teachers who restate important points and often check for

understanding gave their students more opportunities to learn. They
did not wait for students to ask them questions. They engaged in
'scaffolding' to help their students become independent learners. They
personalize their classes and vary their teaching styles to include
groupwork. They do not wait for students to come to them and ask for
help. It is often said that the students who most need help are the ones
who are least likely to ask for it, and that seemed to be the case in this
study. The responsibility for learning must rest with students, teachers,
and other college personnel.
Students need an atmosphere of trust and confidence if they are
going to take risks. The classroom should be a community, a 'culture'
in which everyone has a place. Classroom norms should be
reexamined, and if they truly are necessary to the learning process, they
should be made explicit, but they should encourage interaction and
dialog. It can not be expected that students know what beliefs, behavior
and norms are valued in the college classroom. Students may have
had no exposure to the elements of academic Discourse that are needed
in college, and they need time to become a member of the Discourse
and enter into an apprenticeship relationship with their teachers.
Teachers must be supported by the college, and the entire college
campus should accept and appreciate the fact that students have
valuable, if different, primary Discourses.
2. It is often assumed that if non-native English speakers are
proficient enough in English, they will succeed in class. A study by Xu

180

(1991) found that "English proficiency is the single most important
factor influencing graduate students' academic coping ability".
However, this study did not take external factors into consideration. It
seems to be typical of studies that place the responsibility for success or
failure of NNS on the students themselves. This study ignores other
variables that may influence success even more than English
proficiency. Many students who are fluent in English do not succeed in
college, and more studies that investigate other variables need to be
done.
Proficiency in Standard English does not equal intelligence. Many
intelligent students have not grown up in homes where Standard
English was the norm. Non-native English speakers may know
several languages and may have a high level of intelligence, but they
may be penalized for their lack of English proficiency. Students who
have a Tread start7 in Standard English because they have been
apprenticed in it are rewarded when they come to college and take the
English placement exam. They pass the exam and enter 101 without
having to take a developmental English course that will help them
become 'college level'. The placement test acts as a 'gate' which keeps
out students who do not have a command of Standard English
grammar. The student who has a head start often comes from a white,
middle-class home where Standard English is spoken. That student
comes to college and takes his or her 'rightful' place in English 101,
while the students from homes where non-standard English or
another language is spoken enter developmental classes. Thus, we
recreate the stratification of society within the structure of the
institution of higher education.
Why is it that the person who speaks "Black English" and has 'pants
that go out like M.C. Hammer' will not do well in a job interview? In
this society, we value what we know, and we sometimes devalue that
which is 'different7. This person must learn to be more like the
mainstream if he wants to get a job. If this is what is valued in society,
then students should learn it. We can let our students know that they
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that they are learning a new Discourse, and we can let them know how
they can use it when they need to. According to Gee, apprenticing
means 'accepting as a member'. Until those involved in higher
education are ready to accept all students as potential 'members' of the
Discourse they need in this society, effective apprenticing can not take
place. Gee believes that we can help students to become 'mushfakers'
by giving them the metaknowledge necessary to be able to examine the
fact that they are acquiring 'society's Discourse', and that this Discourse
is open to critique. They do not have to lose their primary Discourse in
order to succeed, but they will have the ability to function in and
critically examine different Discourses, thus becoming more
empowered.
3. Relating the content of the class to students can help students to
enter into interactions in the classroom. Students have rich
background knowledge that can be used as the basis for the class. If the
content of the class is based on a specific period of American history,
those students who have grown up in this country may have an
advantage in the class. When a teacher chooses a period of American
history so that students can learn about our society7, that instructor is
assuming that the students all come from the same society. We can no
longer do this, especially in community colleges. Students do not all
have the same cultural or background knowledge. Using
multicultural content that students can relate to validates students and
empowers them, as evidenced by examples of students' work included
in the appendix.
4. As part of the apprenticeship relationship, teachers can engage in
Tiand holding' in ways that will facilitate student participation without
underestimating the intelligence of students. Teachers often have high
expectations of their students, but those expectations become eroded
when teachers find that the students are unfamiliar with 'the business
of being college students'. Some effective hand holding strategies are
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asking for clarification, paraphrasing, providing clear and focused
explanations and feedback, and allowing students to provide their own
answers. These strategies are ways that instructors can 'scaffold'
learning for students. Students quickly learn that in some classes, if
they wait long enough the teacher will provide the answers to
questions. If a question is asked and no one answers, instructors can
find another way to ask the same question.
Non-native English speakers may be quiet in class, but that does not
mean that they are not participating. There is often a 'silent period'
(Krashen and Terrell, 1983) that NNS students go through in ESL
classes. This same period could be expected in mainstream classes.
Groupwork often provides quiet students with a non-threatening
opportunity to talk. Non-native speakers are also more likely to talk if
they are not the only student in class with an accent. There are
strategies that teachers can use while students are in the 'silent period',
including one that Chris used. When a non-native English-speaking
student was reluctant to read a summary out loud, Chris asked the
student if he would allow another student to read it for him. The
student agreed. Though Chris did not force the NNS to read, she
validated the fact that he had done the assignment.
5. Contextualization cues are difficult to read from one language to
the next. Idiomatic expressions, humor, and the clues that go along
with them can be especially difficult for NNS who are not members of
the expected or valued Discourse. Though humor can be a strategy that
encourages solidarity and reduces anxiety, it often has the reverse effect
between members of different Discourses. Sarcastic humor and jokes
can undermine comprehension and confidence of students, especially
if they are used within explanations. Students need comprehensible
input, and if jokes or idiomatic expressions are used, they should be
defined.
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6. It is very difficult to come to any kind of consensus on the term
'developmental'. Students often think of these classes as 'special ed',
and teachers often talk about remedial and developmental
interchangeably. We must reexamine the term 'developmental' and
decide what it really means and how it can best serve all involved. If it
is no different from remedial, it is important to analyze how the term
remedial affects the education system, and especially those students
who are involved. A final definition of remedial students is that they
are students who liave less serious problems associated with their
inability or unwillingness to learn in regular classroom settings'.
(Anderson and Pellicer, 1990) Whether or not one believes this
definition, it is used extensively. The students who were involved in
this study were neither 'unable' or 'unwilling' to learn in 'regular
classroom settings', but for many of them, their place in society has
determined that they cannot or should not be in a 'regular' classroom.
This, and other factors, can cause resistance among students.
College personnel should have training available to examine some
of their assumptions and preconceptions about students who can not
pass the college's English placement exam. At ECC, English faculty
have been reexamining the placement exam and developmental
classes. They have been participating in grant-funded workshops
which examine developmental studies. However, college
administrators may also need to support and work with faculty to
reexamine the real meaning of developmental education and see what
changes should be made in their programs. All community colleges
have a responsibility to educate and be educated by their communities,
and many aspects of this area are not understood by college personnel.
The area of developmental education is an interesting one, and it is
an area that needs more research. Many teachers and students are
affected by developmental education, yet few can define what it really
is. Students and teachers often have mismatched Discourses which
can make success and participation difficult. This study has attempted
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to show how interactions in the developmental English classroom can
affect the participation of non-native English-speaking students.
Through this study, it has become clear that a classroom that
encourages interaction between students and teachers positively affects
all students, whether non-native speakers or native speakers. It is a
complicated area, and one that would benefit from further research.
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APPENDIX A
STUDENT RESPONSES
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APPENDIX B
CONSENT FORM
September 16, 1990
Dear Instructor:
I am a doctoral student in Education at the University of Massachusetts. From
September 1990 to approximately May 1991, in order to fulfill the requirements of my
doctoral degree in ESL, I will be researching the nature of participation of non-native
English-speaking students in the community college mainstream. This letter is a formal
request for you permission to observe your English 097 course and to quote anything
you write or say as part of this course.
Your class is an excellent place for this research since it includes both native and
non-native English-speaking students, most of whom are experiencing college for the
first time. Though research has been done on children entering the elementary and
secondary school mainstream, this area has not been adequately investigated at the
community college level. I believe that this project will contribute to understanding the
situation of the non-native English-speaking student in the college mainstream.
In order to accurately capture the interaction in the class, I will be gathering data in
several ways, including notetaking, audiotaping and occasionally, videotaping. It will
also be necessary to interview you at various times in the semester. Specific students in
the class will also be interviewed, but permission for this activity will be sought on an
individual basis.
Your participation in this project is invaluable, but neither you nor the students in
your class are under any obligation to participate, and you reserve the right to withdraw
from participating at any time. The information gathered in this study will be used only
for research purposes. I anticipate presenting and possibly publishing my research at
conferences or in professional journals, but I will not use your name or the names of the
students in any presentation.
Thank you for considering this request.
Sincerely,

Eileen F. Kelley

Please sign if you agree to the terms of this letter.
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